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1. Introduction 
Most novels of the nineteenth century have a happy ending: namely the marriage of the 
protagonists, who are supposed to live happily ever after. Many authors start out from 
the idea that marriage is an ideal and one of the most important aims in the life of both 
men and women in order to meet the expectations of society. The ideal wife is often 
depicted as the Angel in the House, whereas the ideal husband is portrayed as the 
breadwinner, moral guide and protector of his family. However, not all nineteenth-
century English novels solely represent harmonious marriages. There are also fictional 
works which provide a look behind the seemingly happy façade of nineteenth-century 
middle- and upper-class marriages and illustrate couples who are unhappy for various 
reasons.1 Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, George Eliot’s Daniel Deronda and 
Anthony Trollope’s Phineas Finn are three nineteenth-century novels which portray 
conjugal discord. The depiction of unhappy marriages in these novels presents an 
interesting contrast to the usual picture, and affords an opportunity to question the myth 
of the happy marriage in the English novel of that period.     
  What is important to keep in mind is that the characters and marital conflicts are 
of course fictional and do not allow the reader to draw direct conclusions about social 
reality in the nineteenth century. However, it is reasonable to assume that the authors 
gave their fictional characters responses, motivations and emotions that their readers 
recognised as realistic and believable. The protagonists are faced with several issues, 
such as mercenary marriages, class differences or character incompatibility, which also 
occurred prominently in historical reality. For this reason, a brief survey of the social 
and legal history of matrimony in the nineteenth century as well as of the authors’ 
personal motives for their depiction of unhappy marriages will precede the detailed 
analysis of the novels, in order to gain a vantage point from which to evaluate the 
fictional worlds. As regards the analysis, it is divided into four main chapters of which 
the first one, chapter 3.1, focuses on the individual motives the characters have for 
entering into matrimony. The different marriage motives and expectations of the novels’ 
characters, tell a lot about why some marriages work out and why others fail and enable 
one to arrive at a better understanding of the origin of marital conflicts. Providing an 
insight into the daily routine of married couples, chapter 3.2 illustrates various conflict 
areas responsible for marital problems in the novels, namely character incompatibility, 
                                                            
1 Among the three novels to be treated, Phineas Finn, by Anthony Trollope, is the only novel which also 
depicts married life within the upper-classes. 
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the doctrine of separate spheres, oppression and submission and the issues of self-
deception and resistance of some characters, who are stuck within an unhappy marriage. 
The analysis of the influence of parental marriages on the children’s marital future in 
chapter 3.3, too, explains the reasons for marital distress of some of the novels’ 
protagonists. Finally, in chapter 3.4, the solutions to marital conflicts and the question 
as to whether there are any solutions for the novels’ unhappily married characters are 
dealt with. 
Regarding the selection of the texts, they have been chosen by virtue of their 
similarities as well as differences in their treatment of unhappy marriages. Whereas 
Daniel Deronda and Phineas Finn both illustrate marital conflicts on the grounds of an 
independence-seeking wife who is oppressed by a tyrannous husband, the unhappy 
marriages in Pride and Prejudice are based on other conflicts than oppression. 
Moreover they are dealt with less directly by Austen and are thus rather in the 
background of the story compared to Eliot’s and Trollope’s unhappy couples. Therefore 
it has appeared interesting to chose two novels which resemble each other in their 
treatment of unhappy conjugal life and contrast them to a novel, such as Pride and 
Prejudice, which does not only differ in its representation of matrimonial 
disappointment, but which also has so far been mainly analysed in connection with its 
happy unions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3 
2. Theoretical Framework 
 
As this thesis deals with marriages in the nineteenth-century English novel, and with 
unhappy marriages in particular, the following chapter will provide a basic theoretical 
background of the social and legal situation of marriage of this period. It will be pointed 
out why many unions were unhappy and how this was related to the social and legal 
context. 
 
2.1. Social History of Marriages in the Nineteenth Century 
 
The following four chapters will be concerned with the history of nineteenth-century 
matrimony in the context of society. It will be pointed out what was said about middle-
class marriage in general, what ideologies about marriage existed and what rules, norms 
and behaviour patterns formed it and turned it into a social requirement and necessity. 
Another focus will be on motives and expectations members of the middle classes had 
about marriage. Subsequently, the discussion of the Victorian middle-class ideal of 
separate spheres and its consequences on husbands and wives will be given a closer 
examination. Finally, it will be described which publicly known marital conflicts 
existed in the nineteenth century and how these issues lead to domestic unhappiness. 
 
2.1.1. Marriage and Society2 
 
This chapter will provide a short overview of the attitudes towards marriage in the 
nineteenth century. The analysis will focus on the middle class, as the novels studied 
also focus on this class.3 This chapter will also include a brief look at matrimony in the 
working and upper classes in order to point out how middle-class marriages differed. It 
would, however, be necessary to examine the individual social classes in more detail in 
order to fully understand the role of marriage in each social class. Since there is not 
                                                            
2 Sources taken from: Altick, 34-57; Houghton, 5- 7/341; McMurtry, 15-37; G.M. Trevelyan, 22-23;  
Mitchell, 17-22/142-143/52/265-266; Teachman, 3 
3 ... with the exception of the portrayals of upper class marriages in Phineas Finn. 
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enough space in this thesis for such a comprehensive social analysis, the other classes 
will only be touched on cursorily. 
The working class, which included the poor, was a term that served to describe the 
lower social orders. People who belonged to the working class were mostly labourers on 
farms, workers in the mines and factories or employed as domestic servants in middle- 
and upper-class families.4 According to Altick, life in the lower social ranks was very 
different from the rest of society. It meant hard work and poor living conditions. 
Women and men worked equally much and hard. In fact, in many cases women worked 
harder, received less payment than men and were exploited, alongside children, as 
factory labourers or servants. When a woman from the working class married, her status 
in the labour force remained unchanged. She remained bound to work next to or 
together with her husband and contribute to earning a living. Up to the end of the 
eighteenth century, and prior to the industrial revolution, work was mainly conducted in 
the homes and women from both, labour and middle class, worked alongside their 
husbands. Middle-class women were often employed in the agricultural sector, in the 
catering service, as business women or they took responsibility for their husbands’ 
business’ after the latter’s death. In the course of the nineteenth century, the golden age 
of the industrial revolution, working conditions for men and women from the higher 
social orders changed considerably. With the “tremendous industrial development […] 
came the use of new machines for manufacturing and communication.” (Houghton, 5)  
These new machines began to replace workers and with the new inventions of the 
nineteenth century, growing “large-scale productions” resulted into “a vast expansion of 
commerce.” (Houghton, 5) According to Houghton the new principle of “laissez-faire” 
instead of fixed regulations enabled manufacturers to purchase materials for very cheap 
prices and sell them for very high ones, but this “required a special kind of managerial 
expertise which supposedly was a particularly masculine gift.” (Altick, 5; 51) In 
general, the breakdown of strict class lines made it possible to rise in wealth and rank, if 
personal ambition and effort allowed it. As the turn of the eighteenth to the nineteenth 
century was characterised by the increase of wealth in the middle and upper classes, life 
for people within these social classes changed.5 Working-class men and women both 
continued to struggle to earn a living, however female factory workers were at least able 
                                                            
4 Cf.: Altick, 34-53   
5 C.f.: Houghton, 6-7 
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to gain independence as the money earned in factories was their own.6 Many middle- 
and upper-class people, on the other hand, were able to live leisurely and enjoy their 
wealth and success.  
The upper or land-owning class that comprised the peerage, the so called 
“aristocracy” or “nobility” as McMurtry puts it, consisted of dukes, barons, marquesses, 
earls, and viscounts, who were often members of “the House of Lords”. Upper-class 
women never had to work, since their husbands could afford many servants who took 
care of the household and even were responsible for the upbringing and education of the 
families’ children. An upper-class woman’s only occupation was to represent her 
husband and be idle. Nevertheless, women from the upper class were not completely 
banished to the private sphere and excluded from public events, like middle class 
women were. They were able to enjoy an array of leisure activities, such as balls, social 
gatherings, shopping, sports games, or travelling with their husbands. 
Below the upper class, were the gentry and the middle class. The gentry was a class 
placed between upper and middle class and shared values and privileges with both 
social orders. The middle class, in which social differences were as common as in the 
other classes, ranged from lawyers, bankers, industrialists or doctors to people who 
inherited wealth, cotton brokers, brewers or ironmasters. In most cases, people of the 
same occupation and social set married one another.7 Generally, social classes in 
nineteenth-century England, and particularly in the Victorian Period, were not based on 
possessions and money, but more on “manners, speech, clothing, education” and most 
importantly on “values” and morals. (Mitchell, 17) Thus, “the middle class regarded 
itself as the moral heart of Victorian society.” (Altick, 29) One of the most important 
values of the middle class was domestic happiness. This was to be achieved by 
matrimony with an eligible partner. It was morally inappropriate for either man or 
woman to date a chosen partner before celebrating the bond of marriage. If one member 
of a family entered an illegitimate alliance, this did not only ruin the reputation of the 
person concerned, but also the reputation of the whole family. Likewise, the chances of 
the unmarried women within this family to find worthy partners would decrease.8 
Young unmarried adults from respectable families never remained together in public or 
private places without a chaperone. In general, courtship within the middle and upper 
                                                            
6 Cf.: G.M. Trevelyan, 23 
7 C.f.: C.f.: Mitchell, 142 
8 C.f.: Teachman, 3 
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classes only took place in public, such as at parties, dances or picnics. These 
circumstances made it difficult for single people in search of a partner to have private 
conversations and get to know each other properly. On some occasions middle-class 
marriages were set up by the parents. As a result, many people, not having been 
afforded the opportunity to choose a partner, found themselves within a marriage with a 
person who they did not really know or perhaps even disliked. Although arranged 
marriages were no longer legal in the nineteenth century, middle-class families still 
liked to interfere with young people’s marital affairs.9 They made sure that their 
daughters, nieces, granddaughters, sons, nephews or grandsons made contact with 
eligible men or women. Illegitimate dating and premarital sex were also viewed a taboo 
within the better classes. Only within the working class were dating and living together 
unmarried possible. This provided an opportunity for potential partners to familiarise 
themselves with each other prior to entering into a marriage.  
Despite of these social values and rules of nineteenth-century marriage, “[it] is a truth 
universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune must be in 
want of a wife.” (Austen, 5) This quotation, which marks the introduction to Austen’s 
Pride and Prejudice, describes men in the context of matrimony.  However, since men, 
firstly, had to secure a sufficient income, they usually did not get married before the age 
of thirty. Women, on the other hand, married at a younger age than men, lest they 
represent a financial burden to their families. Also, marriageable men mostly preferred 
young and beautiful women to demonstrate their status and success. A single woman at 
the end of her twenties was already considered rather old for the first marriage, although 
the average age for a Victorian woman to get married was twenty-five. In the course of 
the century, the minimum age for marriage increased whilst the number of marriages 
decreased. According to Mitchell, “more than 10 percent of the population as a whole 
never did marry”. (Mitchell, 142) 
When a middle-class woman entered into marriage with a middle-class man, she 
automatically became dependent on him. According to Mitchell she also adopted the 
status of her husband.10 This meant that all a married woman was and all she possessed 
was thanks to her husband. Marriage was the main aim in the life of a middle-class 
woman, if she did not want to end up as a spinster receiving a pittance from her 
relatives, as middle-class women had few options in the employment market. This was 
                                                            
9 C.f.: Mitchell, 152 
10 C.f.: Mitchell, 22 
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due to the fact that, unlike men, women did not have easy access to education and were 
thus limited in regard to their vocational training. A single woman could become a 
governess. However, this profession was not very highly respected and, thus, not very 
popular among middle-class women.  Generally, it was difficult for an unmarried 
woman to earn her own income and thus become independent. In any case, for a 
woman, independence was not an accepted status to hold or strive for. 
Apart from women’s financial dependence on their husbands, another big issue in 
regard to nineteenth-century matrimony was that the middle class decreed separate 
spheres for men and women and for husbands and wives respectively. As a 
consequence, a woman was said to belong to the private sphere and a man to the public 
sphere. In a marriage, a woman was thus bound to take responsibility over the 
household and childcare and the husband’s duty was to earn a living and provide 
protection for his family. Both “[upper-] and middle-class women were sedulously set 
apart from the worlds of commerce and, generally, of intellect.” (Altick, 50) Apart from 
household-management and childcare, the only responsibilities and accomplishments of 
a married middle-class woman were to do needlework, speak French, play the piano, 
sing and look beautiful. The woman’s duty was to supervise the household and not to do 
housework herself, since it was not considered fittingly for a gentleman’s wife to do 
physical work. Moreover, middle-class families at that time had enough income to 
employ at least three or four servants who took up all the housework. Compared to a 
married upper-class woman, a middle-class wife’s life was rather dull. In addition, 
married women who resided in the countryside found themselves with much less to do 
and were thus much lonelier than women living in the city. This was due to the isolation 
that life in the countryside brought. Such a woman could only hope for visits of friends 
and relatives or for her husband to return home from work to keep her company. 
Although middle-class families’ wealth and importance rose during the nineteenth 
century, there was not enough money to support a middle-class wife in her pursuit of 
leisure activities, such as visiting, shopping or festivities. This was a bonus that only 
upper-class women were privileged with.11 But since a middle-class wife was to remain 
at home, such upper-class peculiarities would have been unsuitable for her. She was 
required to obey and represent her husband, for whom she was expected to turn their 
                                                            
11 C.f.: Mitchell, 143 
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home into a stable and safe haven to which the busy husband was able to return to after 
a long day of work.12 
 
She may or may not have wished to occupy her time so flabbily, but the 
Victorian woman had no choice. Pater familias, when he came back from the 
office after a hard day competing in the business jungle, reigned as lord and 
master at table and fireside. His wife, though supreme arbiter of household 
affairs, was subservient to him, a devoted (and submissive) wife and mother of 
often all too many children. (Altick, 52; 53) 
 
Family life and marriages in nineteenth-century England, especially during the 
Victorian period, were idealised and sacred and so were the roles of the family 
members. Whereas the husband was to act like a gentleman and as the protector of his 
fragile and innocent wife, the ideal wife was ‘The Angel in the House’, a term coined by 
Coventry Patmore in his poem about marriage and “domestic sainthood”.13 According 
to Houghton, the Angel in the House is “the essential character of Victorian love” in 
Patmore’s poem.14 This love within a prudent and conservative matrimony was 
characterised by the self-abandonment and submission of the wife. “Otherwise love was 
not love but lust [...]”. Love between a grown-up man and woman outside of marriage 
was regarded as immoral. (Houghton, 341) The aforementioned Angel in the House was 
the ideal image of an English wife in Victorian times. Although the ideology of the 
Angel in the House became only popular from the second half of the nineteenth century 
onwards, its image had already been emphasised by Alfred Tennyson in the following 
passage of his 1847 poem The Princess: 
 
When the man wants weight, the woman takes it up, 
And topples down the scales; but this is fixt 
As are the roots of earth and base of all;  
Man for the field and woman for the hearth: 
Man for the sword and for the needle she: 
Man with the head and woman with the heart: 
Man to command and woman to obey: 
All else confusion.  
 
 
The perfect wife was to stay away from any public affairs and away from all the evil 
threats and sinful influences of the outside world. Her heart was to remain virtuous and 
                                                            
12  The separate spheres of married men and women will be discussed in more detail in chapter 2.1.3. 
13 C.f.: Altick, 53 
14 C.f.: Houghton, 341 
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pure and she was expected to respect, love and obey her husband, to whom she was 
inferior. An angelic wife did not talk about or enjoy sex. She was to consider it merely a 
wifely duty to bear her husband’s heirs.  
Although the angelic middle-class wife was demanded to act obediently and 
submissively, she was the one who ruled the home, at least as long as her husband was 
absent. She was responsible for the household management and for her family to feel 
comfortable and sheltered. However, the wife was legally and economically dependent 
on her husband15and, accordingly, he ruled over her. The Angel in the House was 
thought to be content and fully committed to her role as a loving mother and wife. This 
image was to be accepted by women as a matter of fact and its validity unquestionable. 
According to a quotation from S. S. Wigley’s Domestic Economy: A Class-Book for 
Girls (1876) in Sally Mitchell’s Daily Life in Victorian England (1996), women’s status 
in the domestic domain was worshipped as a science “of more importance than all the 
other arts and sciences put together”. Homes that were managed by an ideal wife were 
said to raise “happy, healthy, wise and good men and women, to fill every position in 
the world.” (Mitchell, 265) Consequently, women were said to have an enormous 
influence on their family members’ success, failures, happiness and miseries.16 
 
The nineteenth century celebrated good manners, morality and respectability, which 
were also important values in conjugal life. If those values were not upheld within a 
marriage, the consequences were more severe for a woman than for a man. A woman 
that did not conform to social rules and morals was labelled a ‘Fallen Woman’ and in 
case of a divorce regarded as a scapegoat. Consequently, it became very difficult for 
such women to ever re-marry. Men did not face such difficulties in cases of divorce. 
There was not something like ‘A Fallen Man’. Men’s offending against (sexual) mores 
was tolerated whereas women’s reputation was damaged in cases of immoral 
behaviour.17  
                                                            
15/ 15  C.f.: Mitchell, 142, 265-266 
16 See also chapter 2.1.4; With regard to the consequences of illegitimacy as a form of immoral behaviour 
see also Shoemaker, 100. 
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2.1.2. Motives and Expectations about Marriage18 
 
The motives for and expectations about marriage are closely connected. When a person 
decides to marry, his or her motives automatically entail certain expectations of marital 
life. In other words, a person intending to marry for reasons of love and stability, 
expects the marriage to be both loving and stable. What is understood as marital bliss 
depends on the individual expectations about what a marriage should be like. Whether 
or not expectations will be fulfilled in matrimony can never be foreseen. What remains 
certain is that hardly anyone who marries out of his or her own free will does so without 
a motive and without an expectation about marriage. In certain situations people also 
marry against their own free wills.19 In such cases, the marital motives and expectations 
do not derive from the couple concerned, but rather from those responsible for the 
arranged marriage.  
Nowadays, most people claim that the main motive for embarking on the marital 
journey is love.20 The commitment of oneself to another, to love one another for life, is 
expected to be the principal reason for entering into matrimony. However, in reality, 
motives for marriage vary depending on the social, cultural and individual context. In 
fact, love does not necessarily have to be the chief cause at all. In the nineteenth 
century, people did not always marry on the grounds of love, but for several other 
reasons, varying from man to woman. 
In 1854 G. R. Drysdale described the contemporary situation: “A great 
proportion of marriages we see around us, did not take place from love at all, but 
from some interested motive, such as wealth, social position, or other 
advantages; and in fact it is rare to see a marriage in which true love has been 
the predominating feeling on both sides.” It was therefore “chiefly in works of 
fiction” that “the romance and impetuosity of love” were to be met with; for 
there “people indulge in a day-dream of what should be the feelings between the 
sexes.” [...] In a society so permeated by the commercial spirit, love could be 
blatantly thrust aside if it interfered with more important values. (Houghton, 
381) 
 
                                                            
18 Sources taken from: Burn, 246/251; Calder, 20-33; Heilmann, 132; Williams, 263-264; Hammerton, 
82; Schmutzer, 25/26; Hall, 174; Denlinger, 65; Stone, 26; Zunker, 8-15 
19 C.f.: Interference of the family in other people’s marital affairs. (chapter 2.1.1) 
20 C.f.: Camis, 3 
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Marriage for love was “desirable” among men and women by the end of the eighteenth 
century, but only where riches were not “at stake”. (Denlinger, 65) In the nineteenth 
century, marriage became an important element of an idealised middle-class life and as 
a result, both, men and women strove for an ideal marriage.21 According to Burn, “[...] 
only in the ‘bosom of the family’ could virtues be cultivated and the ideal life be lived.” 
(Burn, 246) Men and women’s common motive for matrimony was, thus, to follow the 
social norm. Marriage was also the only morally acceptable possibility for couples in 
love to be together. Illegitimate relationships did not comply with the norms. Besides 
meeting the expectations of society, men and women each had their own individual 
reasons for marriage. Whilst women were imagined to dream about marriage as a 
happily-ever-after story of romantic love, they also had little choice but to marry. An 
unmarried woman was regarded as “useless” and “had no status [within] society at all”. 
(Schmutzer, 25)  There were not many other options available to women that would 
enable them to lead an independent and respectable life.22 Marriage was the only ticket 
to an eligible and worthy life within society. Therefore, matrimony was often 
considered as an escape from social degradation as well as a liberation from parental 
control. Nineteenth-century middle-class women were dependent on their families until 
they married. They had to live up to the expectations and follow the rules of their 
parents. Thus, women sought independence and freedom from parental control, which 
they, ironically, thought to find in matrimony.23 “[Most] young women exchanged the 
control of a father for the control of a husband.” (Calder, 20) The fact that women were 
also financially and morally dependent on and inferior to their husbands, frequently 
resulted in disappointments of false expectations. Nevertheless, many women were also 
aware of their future dependence upon their husbands. These women knew that if they 
had not entered into matrimony they would have had to rely on their families’ financial 
support. According to Calder, “money and marriage [could not] be separated.” (Calder, 
25) Marriage provided economic security and protection for women and, for these 
reasons, was one of their most fundamental aims in life.24 Besides, many middle-class 
women did not only intend to marry for an income and social protection, but also for 
prestige and status. By marrying an esteemed gentleman with a considerable fortune, 
women expected to raise themselves socially and gain a notable reputation. It often 
                                                            
21 Zunker, 8 
22 Schmutzer, 26 
23 C.f.: Calder, 20-25 
24 C.f.: http://www.pemberley.com/janeinfo/pptopic2.htm. (Marriage and Alternatives: The Status of 
Women) 
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happened that a woman who married a man for his fortune or simply for economic 
stability believed to find fulfilment and happiness in marriage, even if love was not 
involved. “Young women were told that they would ‘grow to love’ their husbands after 
marriage”. (Calder, 33) When motives and expectations in regard to marriage were 
inspired by a necessity or desire for wealth, other crucial aspects of marriage were often 
not taken into account. Issues like trust, moral support, mutual understanding, cordiality 
and, most importantly, love were often ignored in so called mercenary marriages. 
Men’s motives for marriage differed substantially from the prospects of women. Men 
were able to gain independence from their families by establishing their own 
subsistence. Unlike women, men had access to schools, universities and later on to the 
employment market and could thus earn their own income. Therefore, financial security 
was not one of their main motives for marriage. However, there were instances when 
also men married for economical reasons. To marry a rich woman was certainly 
beneficial, since all the wealth a woman brought with her into marriage automatically 
belonged to the husband.25 According to Stone, “[it] is hardly surprising, therefore, that 
there are many cases of men marrying women merely in order to seize their property 
and use it to pay their own debts.” (Stone, 26)   
Ideally, Victorian middle-class men wished, as mentioned in the previous chapter, to 
settle down with a submissive woman who was to act like Patmore’s Angel in the 
House. The ideal wife was expected to obey and be subject to her husband at all times 
and, generally, behave like a Victorian middle-class woman was supposed to: 
obediently, gently, virtuously and in the goodwill of her husband and society. It was 
taken for granted that the Angel in the House would do anything to comfort her 
husband. Men expected to be taken care of by their sympathetic wives and be treated 
with cordiality and affection when they returned home from work. The perfect wife was 
imagined to be reasonable, understanding and never to question her inferiority to her 
husband. She was expected to remain cheerful for her husband at all times.26 Men 
required someone to manage and organise the household, since domestic work was a 
female responsibility and did not match with the public affairs associated with a man. 
All these expectations men had regarding matrimony and their future wives were related 
to the principle “man to command and woman to obey”27. Although this principle 
                                                            
25 C.f. Example for this marriage motive in: Hall, 174 
26  C.f.: Heilmann, 132 
27 C.f.: Tennyson, Alfred. The Princess. 1847 
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became prominent through Tennyson’s poem The Princess during the Victorian Period, 
it was adapted to by society much earlier. As the breadwinner, a man was regarded as an 
authority since “he who [paid] the piper [had] the right to call the tune. Defiance of his 
authority could lead to a total breach and the expulsion of the recalcitrant member”, as 
Burn puts it. (Burn, 251) 
Also, men and women intended to get married for reasons of procreation, as illegitimate 
children were a taboo within the middle class throughout the whole nineteenth century. 
Marriage was the only lawful way to beget heirs.28 Wives were expected to bear healthy 
children to their husbands, ideally boys who would take over and carry on the husband’s 
business. Men’s masculinity would have been challenged, if their wives only had given 
birth to girls. Besides procreation, men also married for reasons of status and prestige. 
“[Women’s] ‘physical, intellectual, even emotional work’ helped produce ‘the public 
and intellectual self realisation of higher status men’.” (Williams, 264) Marriage with a 
beautiful and respectable gentlewoman contributed to a positive perception of a 
gentleman in public. She represented his social standing and success in society and was 
obliged to act as a shining example of a wife to the outside. 
Clearly, love and marriage were not always connected in the nineteenth century. Today, 
too, people do not always marry for romantic reasons, but for reasons owing to their 
own individual circumstances. In the nineteenth century, the home, financial security, 
prosperity, procreation and the maintenance of prevailing social norms were some of the 
main means for middle-class marriages. Besides, gender roles and consequently the 
roles of an ideal husband and wife were determined by society and were redefined only 
towards the end of the century. Men and women had to conform to socially defined 
gender roles and act accordingly within marriage. What the spouses expected from their 
married life and from their partners was set in advance by middle-class conceptions and 
norms. These concepts about matrimony did not change in the course of the nineteenth 
century. However, besides the traditional and rather conservative ideal of marriage there 
also existed another marriage model, which was more oriented towards emotions rather 
than adhering to social norms. The so called companionate marriage model became 
common within the middle class in the 1830s and 1840s. Regarding companionate 
marriages, material and economic expectations of marriage changed to affective ideals 
which decreed stability, emotional satisfaction and equality. “[Marriage] as an economic 
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relationship” basically shifted to a „companionate institution“. (Hammerton, 82) 
However, companionate marriages could also result in marital breakdown for reasons of 
character incompatibility and too high expectations.29 
 
2.1.3. The Separate Spheres and their Consequences30 
 
In Chapter 2.1.1, the development of the English middle class from the beginning of the 
nineteenth century onwards was briefly outlined. Living conditions within the middle 
class changed significantly, especially in regard to work and domesticity. Due to the 
industrial revolution work was no longer conducted at home by both men and women 
but became an affair which was to be separated from the private domain. Whilst women 
were expected to remain in the private domain, men were associated with the public 
world, in which they could take up an occupation. The industrial revolution marked the 
beginning of the emergence of separate spheres for men and women at the turn of the 
eighteenth to the nineteenth century. The ideology of separate spheres was, also, based 
on certain gender-roles which conceptualized “sexual differences in terms of 
opposition”. (Sheets, 863) Accordingly, a woman was described as biologically weak, 
emotional, innocent and passive and was thus said to be better off at home, which 
functioned as a “shelter for her own innocence“. (Sheets, 864) At home the fragile 
woman was safe from all the evil and imminent danger that was to be found waiting 
outside her sanctuary. Men, on the other hand, were said to be strong, independent, 
intelligent and active; qualities which were required in order to be successful and to 
survive in a world of commerce and competition.31 Aforementioned in the previous 
chapter, the existence of separate spheres was, particularly, a middle-class phenomenon, 
since women who belonged to the labouring classes worked alongside their husbands 
and upper-class wives were less restricted than middle-class wives in everyday life.  
The idea of assigning men to the public and women to the private domain was, 
obviously, very much in favour of men and thus helped to maintain “male 
dominance”.32 Male dominance and authority were supported by the society, the church 
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and the law that encouraged the oppression of women by their husbands.33 
Consequently, a married woman did not have much choice but to adapt and accept her 
situation as a prisoner in her own home. Her main duty in the private sphere was to run 
the household, which included the buying of provisions and needlework. As the perfect 
mother she was expected to adopt childcare. However, she was rather the overseer of 
childcare as it was ultimately taken over by servants. In general, housework was not 
regarded as real work which, according to Shoemaker, “was seen to be male”. 
(Shoemaker, 118)   
 
Discussion of women’s duties centered on the concepts of „mission,” „sphere,“ 
and „influence.“ Woman’s mission was to begin the moral regeneration of 
society by displaying the principles of Christianity in all her daily activities; her 
sphere was the home, […] a sanctuary for her [and her] husband when he 
returned from the brutally competitive world of commerce” (Sheets, 864) 
 
Married women who lived in a household with fewer servants were, also, required to 
assist with cleaning. Otherwise, female servants were responsible for this task, whereas 
the wife was in charge of the organisation, observation and inspection of the servants’ 
work. When a middle-class household was able to afford many servants, the mistress 
was relieved of several domestic tasks. Restricted in their duties and opportunities, 
middle-class wives often faced boredom.34 As middle-class women were also limited in 
their leisure activities, they spent their time doing embroideries, reading or arranging 
flowers.35 According to Catherine Hall, by the middle of the nineteenth century, women 
were even no longer in charge of supervising the servants and thus suffered from ennui 
as a consequence of the lack of any “useful employment”. (Hall, 63) In summary, the 
division of labour between middle-class men and women not only lead to the oppression 
of women within a patriarchal system, but also to women’s boredom and dullness. 
Whilst women were seen as dependents, men were independent members of society as 
long as they were able to earn their own income. They could choose from a variety of 
employment possibilities and move freely between the private and public domains. 
Whereas women were limited in almost every aspect in everyday life, men were able to 
enjoy the freedom of choice and decision-making. The man was the master of the house 
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and a superior to his wife. However, as a husband and father, the nineteenth-century 
middle-class man was required to pursue and fulfil certain duties. He was the 
breadwinner of the family and had to ensure that enough money was supplied to feed 
and provide protection for his family. It would have been considered a personal failure, 
should a man had been unable to provide economic support for his family.36 
Additionally, he took full responsibility for decisions regarding the children’s futures. 
Consequently, high expectations and big responsibilities were imposed upon men, 
leading to increased personal pressure. A nineteenth-century businessman was also put 
under pressure by and within the emerging world of commerce and competition, in 
which he attempted to sustain his position. As women were claimed to be weak and 
innocent, they needed to be saved from all evil which resided in the public sphere, 
according to patriarchal laws. Since men were considered as biologically strong, they 
were expected to face and counter difficulties and challenges in the public domain. The 
stress which men often encountered in the public world may have led to frustration and 
release of tensions within a marriage. Moreover, the absence of the husband from the 
household and the exclusion of the wife from several leisure activities which men 
indulged in, often led to the estrangement of couples, preventing them from getting to 
know their spouses properly. 
Although the ideology of separate spheres was an important moral guideline for the 
community of the nineteenth-century middle class, the boundaries between men and 
women were crossed and negotiated frequently.37 Even though the roles of husband and 
wife were socially and legally defined within this period, the individual families „did 
not [always] fully live up to expectations” found in conduct books. (Shoemaker, 117) 
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2.1.4. Behind the Happy ‘Façade’38 
 
As [the] hero and heroine pass the matrimonial barrier, […] the novelist 
generally drops the curtain, as if the drama were over then: the doubts and 
struggles of life ended: as if, once landed in the marriage country, all were green 
and pleasant there: and wife and husband had nothing to do but link each other's 
arms together, and wander gently downwards towards old age in happy and 
perfect fruition.39  
 
As this thesis deals with unhappy marriages in the nineteenth-century novel, it is 
necessary to look behind the seemingly happy and harmonious façade of middle-class 
matrimony in the nineteenth century. It will be discussed, in what ways marriages were 
unhappy and why. According to Hammerton, “[marital] discord mostly remained 
private and secluded from the public eye, except when some sensational litigation or 
shaming communal ritual exposed private misconduct to wider scrutiny.” (Hammerton, 
1) However, what is important to note is that not all marriages were unhappy and that 
many couples accepted and learned to live with their individual situations and 
responsibilities within the partnership, partly because couples had no knowledge or 
experience of an alternative way of life.  
In the first half of the nineteenth century, the patriarchal system of marriage gave way to 
a companionate model of matrimony, which celebrated equality and emotional 
satisfaction.40 However, the companionate marriage model still featured hierarchical 
structures and remained based on the idea of separate spheres41. Conduct books still 
preached the authority of the husband and the submission of his wife, which 
contradicted the “expectation that spouses form a relationship based on love [,] 
friendship” and equality. (Hammerton, 2) According to Houghton, love is neither 
compatible with inequality, restraint of freedom, “obedience, jealousy, nor fear”. 
(Houghton, 361) With the emergence of companionate marriages, marital expectations 
became high, with marriages often falling short of these expectations. Also, with the 
ideal of a companionate marriage in mind, people often failed to live up to social 
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norms42, which were still morally strict and hierarchically defined. This led to troubles 
within matrimony, when partners had different notions and expectations about marriage. 
Women’s expectations of “the quality of marital companionship” were often heightened 
and led to the pursuit of independence and equality. (Hammerton, 78) Expectations 
collided when a husband was not able to cope with a woman’s strong will and 
independence, but attempted to impose his authority upon his wife. The refusal of wives 
to submit to their husbands frequently resulted in a breakdown of the apparently 
harmonious existence of separate spheres within a marriage and, consequently, led to 
marital conflicts. Although plenty of women accepted their roles as submissive and 
dependent wives and were, thus, able to live happily within matrimony, there were also 
many women who were defiant and, as a result, unhappy, when treated as unequal 
inferiors. Accordingly, husbands, too, suffered from unhappiness within marriage when 
their wives did not act respectfully and submissively in their presence. According to 
Hammerton, “greater emotional expectations made marriage a more hazardous venture 
for both parties, [...] [and] [...] [resulted into] greater stress on emotional compatibility”. 
(Hammerton, 80)   
Ann Lamb, for example, lamenting the lack of companionship and friendship in 
marriage, blamed the husband for his ‘perpetual fault-finding, and blame-giving 
for the things she cannot help’, driving the wife to find ‘her situation all but 
unendurable, -the very antipodes of her inexperienced expectation’. To bring 
mutual happiness a more enlightened social system would abolish ‘the one rule 
of “Wives, obey your husbands!” [...] (Hammerton, 80/81) 
Unhappiness within marriage was particularly prominent when partners failed “to live 
up to each other’s hopes”.43 For instance, as mentioned above, when wives contested 
authority and hoped for equality and independence and husbands intended to maintain 
authority and patriarchal norms. Contrasting expectations and character incompatibility, 
in the context of companionate matrimony, frequently resulted in ill-fated marriages. It 
was logical that strong-willed and independent women were not to be compatible with 
men seeking power and authority. In general, nineteenth century marriage was very 
much built on “the cost of individual interests”. (Williams, 266) If personal resistance to 
social norms came into play, marital conflict and unhappiness were unavoidable. 
Tensions within matrimony did not only arise because of marital authority, but also 
because of protracted engagements. Since middle-class men firstly had to secure an 
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income before entering into a marriage, engagement periods were often prolonged, 
which could lead to “[demoralising], surreptitious sexual involvements for the men.” 
(Burn, 249) This was certainly not a good basis for a happy marriage and it would not 
have been surprising if pre-conjugal sexual misconduct had also continued as adultery. 
As divorce was a problematic issue in the first half of the nineteenth century, married 
couples could not separate so easily on the grounds of adultery. For wives it was even 
harder and more complicated when their husbands committed adultery. It was not 
considered an “offence” compared to women’s adultery, which could result in a divorce. 
Women’s adultery was viewed as an offence as “it raised doubts about the legitimacy of 
children and the security of inheritance”. (Williams, 267) Women could not separate 
from their adulterous husbands at the beginning of the nineteenth century, and were, 
therefore, left imprisoned in a particularly difficult situation.  
Violence was another issue within a patriarchal marriage, especially at the beginning of 
the century. Whilst women were seriously charged for violent behaviour towards their 
husbands, men “had the legal right to use ‘moderate correction’ to chastise their wives 
physically for misbehaviour”. (Shoemaker, 104) Methods such as the practice of wife 
beating were accepted if they were applied in order to discipline immoral and defiant 
behaviour of “social inferiors”44. Since men were superior to women they could impose 
physical abuse upon women without being charged. According to Hammerton, most 
cases of domestic violence developed over years of conflicts between spouses. 
Husbands were often driven to exertion of violence and cruelty towards their wives on 
the grounds of frustration due to authoritative failure.45 It was not uncommon that 
women submitted to violent treatment, because resistance either would have meant a 
“greater risk of physical abuse”46 or, in case of a divorce, loss of economic security and 
status. Hammerton states that there were, also, cases of wives’ violence within marriage. 
For a man, the damage to his dignity probably outweighed any physical pain. However, 
it was not typical for middle-class wives to abuse and humiliate their husbands in order 
to show resistance. It was more common for wives to be defiant and self-assertive rather 
than to exert physical violence, “which husbands often confidently charged as 
provocation for their own resort to violence.” (Hammerton, 112) In general, wives were 
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comparatively tolerant in regard to their husbands’ oppressive behaviour, whereas men 
expected unquestioning obedience and service from their wives.47 
Besides physical abuse, sexual cruelty was another problem that occurred within several 
marriages. Victims of sexual assault within a partnership were mainly women. 
Additionally, nineteenth-century norms and laws were on the side of the husband. 
Sexual intercourse, whether the partner objected to it or not, was regarded as something 
usual and necessary between husband and wife for reasons of procreation. Also, it was 
taken for granted that a husband had the right to treat his wife as he pleased,48 as women 
literally belonged to and were ruled by men. This oppression of women and the power 
of men over their wives could lead to desperate acts, such as wives’ defiance in the form 
of physical violence49, or more often simply to the suffering of women from the tyranny 
of their husbands. 
Furthermore, unhappiness within marriage was induced by the division of husband and 
wife into separate spheres. The banishment of middle-class women to the private sphere 
involved boredom and solitariness.50 The nineteenth-century middle-class wife was 
restricted regarding her duties and leisure activities. Whereas men were able to move 
between private and public spheres freely, married women often struggled with a lack of 
possibilities along with abject loneliness, imprisoned within their house and their 
marriage. 
The most fragile marriages, which often resulted in a breakdown, were “sudden love 
marriages at a very early age”, as Stone puts it. (16) Those hasty marriages were entered 
without contemplation and without parental advice and consent. Within matrimony, the 
couples concerned, then, realised that their characters were not compatible, after they 
had spent more time together.  
Arranged marriages by the parents also frequently resulted in marital unhappiness. 
This was the case when the wishes and expectations of the spouses were completely 
ignored. Other causes for marital conflicts were financial quarrels between the spouses 
and dispute over the husband’s and the wife’s kin.51 
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Overall, in chapter 2.1.1, the importance of the family and of marriage as an ideal 
within the nineteenth-century middle class has been emphasised. This included the 
presumption that men and women were content and happy with their roles as perfect 
husbands and wives and the responsibilities these roles required. That married men and 
women often failed to live up to prevailing norms and expectations was, however, kept 
behind closed doors. Only by the end of the first half of the nineteenth century, did 
marital misconduct, such as domestic violence, become a public affair.52 As a result of 
the implementation of new divorce laws, cases of marital conflicts and unhappiness 
were gradually laid open. “[By] the 1850s a great deal more evidence of marital discord, 
such as daily news of divorce cases, was becoming available for discussion, so that 
private behaviour became a subject of everyday public scrutiny.” (Hammerton, 74) 
 
 
2.2. Legal History 
 
In order to fully understand the role of marriage within society and its significance for 
husbands and wives respectively, it is also necessary to discuss marital legalities. 
Accordingly, the laws on marriage, separation and divorce will be addressed in the 
following chapter. Additionally, acts passed in the nineteenth century and their impact 
on the equality and individual freedom of the spouses will be analysed in more detail.  
 
2.2.1. Laws on Marriage, Separation and Divorce53 
 
Until the middle of the eighteenth century there did not exist any strict regulations 
concerning marriage. A wedding did not have to take place in a church or in a registry 
office but could be conducted by a clergyman in private. These marriage ceremonies 
were called clandestine marriages. Nevertheless, the majority of people preferred to 
marry according to canon law. From 1753, clandestine marriages were forbidden and 
couples could be legally wed only by a priest of the Church of England.54  Through the 
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introduction of the Marriage Act of 1836, marriage was no longer required to take place 
in Anglican churches, but it was possible to wed in a worshipped and duly registered 
Nonconformist place or in a registry office.55 The latter is still common today. Couples 
could marry at a very young age until the first half of the twentieth century. Whereas 
boys could enter into marriage at the age of fourteen, girls were already considered 
marriageable from twelve years old. Although young age was no impediment to 
marriage, consanguinity and affinity was. It was strictly forbidden for men and women 
to marry if they were related. Accordingly, it was also impossible for a widower or a 
widow to marry the deceased partner’s sister or brother. Whilst widowed people were 
allowed to re-marry, as long as they chose partners with whom they were not related, 
married partners who were separated by juridical decree could not marry anybody else. 
This was due to the fact that a separation by juridical decree did not function like a 
divorce but as a mensa et thoro, a “separation from bed and board”.56 (Stone, 21) A 
Victorian marriage was almost always for life, at least according to Victorian standards. 
These standards were based on evangelical values and so were legal marriage matters. 
The main responsibility regarding laws on sexual behaviour, marriage and separation 
rested with the ecclesiastical courts, of which the lowest ones were the Consistory 
Courts.57 In England, unlike in the rest of Europe, ecclesiastical courts administered 
“medieval canon laws about marriage”.58 Established within churches, the medieval 
canon laws were made by the Catholic Church in Europe during the Middle Ages. 
However, the Church also adopted certain elements in canon law from the civil law or 
from “the writings of private individuals, who as such had no authority in ecclesiastical 
society”.59 The canon law or ecclesiastical law was formulated in the 12th century and 
generally stands in opposition to the civil law.60 As “the ultimate source of canon law is 
God”, it is based on divine law of which the “indissolubility of marriage” was a major 
principle.61 In canon i, Sess. XXIV it says that “matrimony is [...] truly and properly one 
of the Seven Sacraments of the Evangelical Law, instituted by Christ our Lord [...]”.62 
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Ruled by men, the church is a patriarchal construction and so are the laws for marriage. 
These laws, administered by the medieval canon law, were morally strict and to the 
disadvantage of women. The Bible preached obedience of wives to their husbands and 
this was also stipulated in common law, 
 
a married woman was the nearest approximation in a free society to a slave. Her 
person, her property, both real and personal, her earnings, and her children all 
passed on marriage into the absolute control of her husband. The latter could use 
her sexually as he wished, and beat her (within reason) or confine her for 
disobedience to any orders. The children were entirely at the disposal of the 
father. (Shoemaker, 101) 
 
Legal and religious institutions supported patriarchal authority within marriage and this 
was also implemented within most Victorian partnerships, until the end of the century, 
when companionate marriages became more common.63 Although the idea of a 
companionate marriage suggested equality between the spouses, there was no legal 
change regarding the superior position of husbands. Women were legally subject to 
their husbands and had little rights when it came to regulations and responsibilities of 
partners within marriage. A major issue concerning legal marriage matters was the 
regulation of property. As mentioned above, when a woman married all her personal 
property automatically belonged to her husband. She could not hold any property in her 
own name. He owned her money, jewels and furniture, in fine everything she possessed. 
The husband could do whatever he liked with his wife’s money or material possessions. 
For example, he could pay his debts with it, if he had any. However, he was also 
responsible for clearing any of his wife’s debts “run up before or during marriage”.64 
Even if the wife survived the husband, her property did not remain with her but went to 
his representatives.65 In general, the husband did not only own the wife’s possessions, 
she, herself, was “the ‘property’ of her husband”, as Shanley puts it.66 As he ruled over 
her and owned her property, he also had the legal right to claim his wife’s body 
whenever he felt the need to. The judiciary remained supportive of the patriarchal model 
of marriage and consequently of sexual inequalities within marriage, until a shift 
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towards the companionate model took place and “demanded restraint and forbearance 
from husbands”.67 
Man and wife were lawfully ‘one’. “[The] very being or legal existence of the woman 
[was] suspended during the marriage, or at least [was] incorporated and consolidated 
into that of the husband.” (Dicey, 371) The wife did not exist without her husband and 
in cases of a separation or a divorce, it meant a catastrophe for the woman.   
 Marital breakdowns occurred rather rarely before the introduction of the 
Matrimonial Causes Act in 1857, which made divorce legally possible. Before 1857, 
separations occurred outside the law behind closed doors. England was not a 
“separating society” between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries.68 Perhaps, this was 
related to the fact that marriage was administered by canon law, which stipulated its 
indissolubility. Moreover, couples were often more or less content with their situations 
within marriage as a result of habit, time, sex and children. Consolidation of matrimony 
was also encouraged by the ideology of patriarchy. As most people lived up to the 
ideology of female subordination and male superiority, tensions regarding power 
struggles within the household were reduced, according to Stone.69 Also, since the 
consequences of a separation were severe for women, they often preferred to avoid a 
marital breakdown, unless they found themselves in desperate situations. After a 
judicial separation, women had to struggle with financial hardship, since their husbands 
were still in possession of all their belongings. The most severe deterrent for a woman 
was probably the alienation from her children, as she lost all contact with them. The 
absolute control of the children was granted to the husband, who could forbid his wife 
to see or to write to his children. This legal situation remained unchanged until 1839. 
Another deterrent from seeking a separation was the fear of public embarrassment. In 
cases of a separation on the grounds of adultery or physical and sexual cruelty by the 
husband, the wife had to face the shame and embarrassment of these issues being 
openly addressed in court. Often, pamphlets were published which recorded the most 
scandalous court cases. Making these cases a public subject, perhaps had the underlying 
intention to act as a moral warning and reminder of the moral order within society.70 
                                                            
67 C.f.: Hammerton, 118 
68 C.f.: Stone, 12 
69 C.f.: Stone, 13 
70 C.f.: Stone, 13, 14, 20 
25 
When unhappy spouses saw no other way to get out of a marriage or when a legal 
separation was not possible, they often had no other alternative but to leave home. 
When a marriage was found to be bigamous it could be declared null and void, since 
bigamy was, and today still is, strictly forbidden in England. A separation from ‘bed and 
board’ could be granted by the ecclesiastical courts, if the husband committed adultery 
or inflicted violence upon his wife. The wife would also receive a generous amount of 
alimony. If the wife was adulterous, she would not receive a penny in the case of a 
separation. Since adultery by the wife was considered as a “violation of the ideal of 
Victorian domesticity”, discussions took place to make adultery a criminal offence. This 
meant that adulterous wives were to be legally punished, for example with 
imprisonment.71 
At the end of the seventeenth century, divorce became an option for men. However, 
they had to be rich, without heirs, have a title and an adulterous wife. Parliament 
permitted such husbands to divorce and re-marry in order to have the chance to beget 
male heirs within another marriage. This procedure was very expensive and thus only 
affordable for men with a considerable fortune. Before the implementation of the 
Divorce Act in 1857, which made divorce possible for wealthy middle-class couples as 
the costs of obtaining a divorce were reduced, marriages could be annulled through 
proving either non-consumption or through individual acts enforced by parliament. 
Even though divorce was not an option before 1857, many unhappy married couples 
still separated and found other partners.72 From 1857 onwards, both, men and women 
could seek a divorce and were even free to re-marry. Nevertheless, divorce remained 
something that only rich people could afford. The poor practised, for instance, wife-sale 
as a method of divorce. Although the new divorce law allowed men and women to get 
divorced, women were still disadvantaged as regarded specific regulations. Whilst the 
husband was permitted relief for the adultery of his wife, the wife had to prove her 
husband’s adultery. Additionally an offence such as cruelty, bigamy, desertion or incest, 
was required for the wife to be granted a divorce. This was called “the double standard 
of morality in law”. 73 The divorce law of the nineteenth century mirrored Victorian 
conservatism with respect to social and political attitudes. It was rigid, inequitable in 
regard to class and gender and slow to change.74     
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Although mere domestic quarrels did not capture public interest in the same way as 
more dramatic cases did, such as sexual or physical violence, they triggered off changes 
in the common law. Presenting few legal difficulties for judges, the dramatic cases 
could be more easily judged and their consequences agreed on once marital violence 
was proven. More common and mundane cruelty charges had to undergo closer 
scrutiny. As these cases of cruelty revealed problems regarding the exercise of authority 
in marriage and changes in the attitudes of society challenged this authority, they were 
judged differently in the courts.75 Thus, it was difficult to seek a divorce if marital 
cruelty did not appear to be sensational. To simplify Hammerton’s arguments 
concerning the differing handlings of cruelty charges: unambiguous and serious 
physical violence could be explicitly judged and allow for a divorce. Less serious acts 
of cruelty, such as the beating of the wife by the husband in order to discipline 
‘unreasonable’ behaviour of the woman, could not lead to a divorce easily, since male 
domestic violence was legally supported to some extent.  
Women who challenged their husband’s authority in acting physically or 
passively resistant, contributed to some changes in the law of matrimonial cruelty. 
Women were granted more legitimacy with respect to their heightened expectations76 
and thus judges started to approach the concept of companionate marriage, which was 
viewed as slightly less authoritative. In 1869 new rules were established which made 
“the traditional requirement for violence [...] no longer necessary to substantiate a 
charge of cruelty.” (Hammerton, 124) 
When it came to a divorce trial at court in the nineteenth century, there had to be a 
guilty and an innocent party. If there were two guilty parties, for instance two 
adulterers, a divorce could not be executed, but the couples concerned were condemned 
to spend the rest of their lives together for breaking the (moral) laws. A court made a 
great effort to scrutinise divorce cases, so that it became a difficult challenge for people 
pretending to have an affair in order to escape from an unsatisfactory marriage through 
a divorce. Without clear evidence and proper reason, a divorce was unobtainable. Also, 
if the innocent party had forgiven adultery or had tolerated it in the past, but wanted to 
seek a divorce at a later stage of the marriage for the same reason, a legal divorce was 
no longer an option.   
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“[What] could and what could not, in the eyes of God and the law, be forgiven” was 
crucial to divorce legislations. (MacMurtry, 224) For instance, it was considered immoral 
for a husband to forgive his sinful wife as this represented a threat to the stability of 
other families and even the whole country. Equally, husbands who committed several 
acts of serious abuse were not to be forgiven anymore. Although the Anglican Church 
in some cases agreed on a divorce, it was also the strongest opponent of it, as the 
breakdown of a marriage was regarded as sinful.77 
The old form of divorce from ‘bed and board’ (judicial separation), continued alongside 
the new divorce law. Both forms of divorce remained unaltered for decades and 
inherited old and restricted principles and rules set by ecclesiastical laws. Only in 1923 
was the double standard abolished and men and women could equally get divorced on 
the grounds of adultery. In 1937 married couples were able to seek a divorce for other 
reasons than adultery.78 However, in the course of the century, marriage became 
altogether more flexible. According to the common law, people could live together and 
have children unmarried. This enabled people to separate easily if the relationship did 
not work out. Nevertheless, illegitimacy still remained a social and economical calamity 
for women.79  
 
2.2.2. Acts Passed in the Nineteenth Century and their Impact on 
Marital Equality and Freedom80 
 
In the course of the nineteenth century five important Acts came into force. Some have 
already been touched on in the previous chapter in the context of the laws on marriage, 
separation and divorce. This chapter solely focuses on the acts passed in the nineteenth 
century and attempts to analyse how they altered the legal situations of spouses with 
regard to the freedom of decision-making and equality within marriage and in cases of 
marital breakdowns. As mentioned before, laws in England at that time were very rigid 
and conservative. They correlated with the Victorian frame of mind and maintained its 
moral order. Through the implementation of certain acts, married life gradually changed 
                                                            
77 C.f.: Schmutzer, 29 
78 Hammerton, 119 
79 C.f.: Shoemaker, 100 
80 Sources taken from: Foster, 7-8; Calder, 120; Schmutzer, 36; McMurtry, 215-223; Wohl, 106/107; 
Tauris 47/48; Harrison, 170 
28 
for the better in some aspects but still remained rigid and morally strict in others. 
Although women were still disadvantaged and were not afforded equal rights within 
marriage, these acts improved their legal and thus social situations. 
 
1836: Marriage Act 
Before 1836 a marriage could only take place in a church and was to be conducted by a 
priest. Since church marriages “could be performed only during the ‘canonical hours’”, 
couples were under pressure to arrive at the church on time. (McMurtry, 216) The 
canonical hours were from eight in the morning until noon and were only extended to 3 
p.m. in the 1880s.81 Until then, couples who were obliged to marry in the church before 
1836 and couples who wanted to be wed according to Victorian traditions after the 
implementation of the Marriage Act, were restricted in their choice of wedding date. 
After 1836, couples were free to choose a civil marriage, which was held in a registry 
office, instead of a church marriage. 
 
1839: Custody of Infants Act 
Foster states that Victorian women would have been better off, if they had remained 
single. In her opinion, marriage only brought frustration, as women were subordinate, 
had no rights and had to fight hard in order to gain a divorce at court. If a woman was 
granted a divorce at all, she ran the risk of losing the custody of her children. With the 
introduction of the Custody of Infants Act husbands could no longer legally deprive 
women from maintaining contact with their children. In cases of separation, mothers 
gained custody of their children, if they were under the age of seven.82 However, the 
mother had to be blameless for the separation. If she provided the grounds for a marital 
breakup, the children were to remain with the father, irrespective of the children’s age. 
Only after 1886 could women seek custody of their children, regardless of the mother’s 
guilt or innocence concerning the separation. Nevertheless, the father was to remain the 
only lawful guardian.83 
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1857: Matrimonial Causes Act  
Legal marriage matters regarding separation and divorce improved for both men and 
women with the Divorce Act or Matrimonial Causes Act of 1857.84 As the Divorce Act 
made divorce legally possible, it also enabled people to re-marry. It can be claimed that 
these legal improvements provided more freedom for the spouses, and for women in 
particular, to detach themselves from unhappy marriages. Nevertheless, inequalities 
between husband and wife still prevailed when it came to a divorce. Whilst men could 
get divorced on the mere ground of adultery, women had to prove at least one more 
offence, such as cruelty, incest, sodomy or desertion for two or more years. Also, the 
wife did not simply lose custody of her children through divorce from her adulterous 
husband, but she lost everything, “her children, any property she had brought into the 
marriage [and] her identity as a member of respectable society”, if she herself had 
committed adultery.85  
With the Divorce Act, passed in 1857, the facade of seemingly happy Victorian homes 
began to crumble. The Act revealed that “the Victorian home so rapturously celebrated 
in theory could, in reality, be a prison or a madhouse.” (Wohl, 107)  Also, the Divorce 
Act of 1857, with its particular understanding of marriage, reflected how “male 
dominance in both home and civil society” felt threatened by women’s demand for 
equal rights with regard to marriage. Referring to Beresford Hope and Lord St. Leonard, 
who claimed that there was a link “between a married [woman’s] property statue and 
women’s suffrage”, Tauris makes a similar reference. He states that the improvement of 
married women’s legal status led to the emphasis of reformers and their opponents of 
the connection between women’s exclusion from the franchise and their “legal 
subordination to their husbands” within marriage. (Tauris, 47)  As long as women 
obtained an inferior status within marriage, they could not become full citizens. 
Moreover, the Divorce Act did not only make divorce accessible, but, according to 
Tauris, it also “sanctioned and perpetuated a patriarchal understanding of the marriage 
bond.” (Tauris, 48) Although divorce became accessible to civil society, not everyone 
was able to seek it. Since it was also a very expensive procedure held in court, only few 
couples could afford it. 
 
                                                            
84 Foster, 7 
85 McMurtry, 223 
30 
1870 Married Women’s Property Act 
Throughout almost the whole nineteenth century, a woman was unable to hold any 
property in her own name. She had no right to dispose of her husband’s property, but 
he, however, had legal access to any of his wife’s property that she may have brought 
into or earned during the marriage.86 Whilst a woman had no claim on deciding what 
was going to happen with the family’s property and how it was spent, the husband could 
do as he so wished. He could even waste all his wife’s money on gambling and she had 
no right to intervene, as the money was legally not hers. According to Harriet Taylor 
Mill, there was also a link between married women’s property rights and wife beating. 
In her view, a husband would have respected his wife much more if the latter had 
possessed property on her own. Moreover, if married women had been in possession of 
more money, they would have been able to leave violent husbands more easily.87 When, 
in 1870, the Married Women’s Property Act came into force, all of a woman’s property 
acquired after the wedding belonged to her. However, any inheritance, money or 
material possessions a woman had gained prior to the wedding, was handed over to the 
husband. This regulation changed from 1882 onwards, when it was no longer legal for a 
husband to acquire his newly-wedded wife’s property.88 
 
1878: Matrimonial Causes Act 
With the Matrimonial Causes Act of 1878 “badly-used wives” were able to obtain a 
legal separation at a local magistrate’s court and receive maintenance from their abusive 
husbands. (Harrison, 170) Before this act came into force, a husband’s abusive 
behaviour towards his wife was not considered serious enough for a separation, whereas 
a wife’s infidelity was. However, whilst married women were no longer obliged to live 
with their abusive husbands, Parliament did not allow them to divorce or re-marry. In 
1895, the relief to women who had escaped an unhappy marriage characterised by 
cruelty, desertion or neglect by leaving the husband before a legal separation was 
granted, was extended by Parliament.89 Accordingly, “a wife could first leave her 
husband and then appeal to court for a separation order”. Prior to 1895, a woman who 
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had left her husband before a separation decree was granted was found “guilty of 
desertion”. (Tauris, 174, 175) 
 
2.3. Personal Motives and Historical Background to the 
Author‘s Treatment of Unhappy Marriages90 
 
In this chapter it will be examined what purports the individual authors had for 
portraying unhappy marriages in their novels. Therefore, it is not only interesting to 
look at the authors’ attitudes towards marriage and their reasons for discussing such 
subject matters within their works, but, particularly, at how the historical context 
influenced their treatment of it. 
Many novels written in the latter half of the nineteenth century seem to portray different 
kinds of family patterns. This was certainly related to the enforcement of the 1857 
Matrimonal Causes Act and, as a result, led to the representation of unhappy marriages 
“as a cage rather than a spiritual opportunity.” (Wohl, 101) Prior to the Matrimonial 
Causes Act of 1857, marriage as a middle-class ideal, characterised by domestic felicity, 
was perpetuated in most novels published during the first half of the nineteenth century. 
In reality as in most novels, marital conflicts and breakdowns were dealt with behind 
closed doors. Only after 1857, did these issues become a public affair. Most divorce 
cases were shared with the public, therefore people were able to see behind the happy 
facade of the Victorian home. However, pamphlets, studies and legislative enquiry 
attempted to omit scrutiny of violence, which was thought to exist only within the 
working class.91 Still, the Divorce Court stimulated increasing attention to middle- and 
upper-class marital relationships. Accordingly, a readership interested in the portrayal of 
marital conflicts in novels emerged. Authors such as George Eliot accommodated 
readers’ new interest with stories displaying less than harmonious marriages. 
Perhaps the greatest social significance of the divorce court was that it fuelled an 
interest and created an audience for tales of matrimonial breakdown. As divorce 
became cheaper and more accessible to the middle class, and as a number of 
divorces underwent an exponential increase after 1857, the daily relationships 
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between husband and wife came under increasing public scrutiny. (Dowling, 
328) 
 
 
According to Andrew Dowling, “Eliot’s representation of matrimonial conflict draws on 
[the] symbolic value of silence to satisfy a reading public that had become fascinated in 
the issue of marital breakdown.” (Dowling, 322) In the view of Dowling, Eliot 
concentrated more on the “nonphysical causes of matrimonial breakdown” in 
connection with the issue of silence. The increasing emphasis on “nonphysical forms of 
matrimonial cruelty” was also enforced by judgments from the Divorce Court. Until the 
end of the eighteenth century, physical violence was considered to be the sole criterion 
in order to claim the existence of matrimonial cruelty.92 (Dowling, 322)  
Dowling defines two functions of silence in Eliot’s depiction of marital conflicts. 
Firstly, silence is regarded as a result of oppression within marriage, which does not 
always have to be physical. Secondly, silence functions as a rhetorical device, in a sense 
that it suggests more than it openly states. Readers developed an increasing interest in 
“the unspeakable details of married life” and thus many novelists attempted to meet the 
expectations of a new audience which was no longer interested in solely reading about 
domestic bliss. (Dowling, 322) 
Fundamentally, the Divorce Act seemed to have caused a “minor social revolution in 
England”; a revolution of a new reader interest and of “rising expectations.” (Wohl, 
107) Extramarital love, adultery, divorce, bigamy and matrimonial cruelty became the 
“thematic obsessions of the novelists” especially during the 1860s. (Wohl, 107) 
 However, according to Miller, Eliot was no revolutionary93  and, never in favour 
of a radical change, “rather conservative in her writing”, as Margarete Rubik claimed in 
her lecture ‘The 19th Century Novel’. Therefore, it is not surprising that “George Eliot 
treated lifelong marriage as the crucial fact of life”. (Fernando, 51) Bearing this in mind 
makes one consider whether Eliot questioned divorce, as none of her unhappy couples 
in Daniel Deronda seek a lawful separation. Eliot seems to offer death as the only 
solution for her characters to escape an unhappy union.94    
 As regards Eliot’s own marital status, she only married shortly before her death. 
Prior to this marriage, she openly lived in an illegitimate relationship with another man 
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who himself was unhappily married to a mad wife. This relationship caused her to 
become a Fallen Woman, since illegitimate partnerships were unacceptable at that time. 
However, she was happy within this partnership, which the couple itself referred to as a 
marriage. Of Eliot’s real marriage with a man twenty years younger than herself, not 
much can be said, as it only lasted for eight months prior to her death. 
 
Also Phineas Finn, by Anthony Trollope, was published during the period of the first 
Divorce Court. Whether the portrayal of unhappy marriages in his novel is related to 
this significant impact on married life is, however, unclear. What remains certain 
though, is that Trollope thought of separation or divorce as a “microcosm of disruption 
in larger human systems”. (Swingle, 61) His view on marriage and the representation of 
it in his works was very much influenced by the Victorian frame of mind. According to 
Joanna Trollope, “Anthony Trollope was unquestionably in favour of marriage.” He had 
two reasons for this: One was his own marriage, which he kept relatively private and 
which was “a safe haven for him after the storms and tempest of his childhood.” 
(Trollope, Foreword, v) Another reason was his Victorian attitude. 
 
[He] knew that marriage was the best career open to the vast majority of 
nineteenth-century girls. He was not at all unusual in this, nor for being opposed 
to women’s suffrage and professional opportunities, but he was unusual in his 
perception of, and admiration for, female independence of spirit. (Trollope, 
Foreword, v) 
 
 
Trollope was against female suppression and liked to portray women with a strong 
character. Still, he was also a defender of male supremacy and aware of women’s 
dependence on men.95 However, in Trollope’s opinion neither a man’s nor a woman’s 
life was “perfect or whole” until they entered into matrimony. (Trollope, Foreword, x) 
He, therefore, enjoyed writing about love in his novels; love which finds its completion 
within marriage. In his Autobiography, he declares that “a novelist’s work must 
appertain to the intercourse between young men and young women. […] A novel can 
hardly be made interesting or successful without love.” (Trollope, Autobiography, 144) 
In his eyes, men and women should choose carefully with whom to spend the rest of 
their lives in married bliss. However, Swingle claims that Trollope invites readers to 
recognise that climactic love marriages in literature “are not to be expected in life 
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itself.” (Swingle, 62) What makes Swindle suppose this, is not the influence of 
Trollope’s historical context on his literary works, but Trollope’s awareness of 
Romantic scepticism. In Romantic scepticism, it was pointed out that romantic success 
stories are more fictive than real. In the early nineteenth century, such stories were 
portrayed as “Romantic revisions of failed hopes […] produced […] by the French 
Revolution. (Swingle, 64)96  
 
[As] Trollope’s allusion to ‘doubts as to the happiness’ suggests, they should 
actually impress forcefully upon our reader’s consciousness the sense that ‘Lived 
Happy Ever After’ is probably most often not so much reality, but what the poet 
Shelley would have called a ‘beautiful idealism.’ (Swingle, 63) 
 
 
As Trollope was influenced by Romantic doubts regarding romantic success stories in 
real life, several of his novels, such as Phineas Finn, illustrate marriages which turn out 
to be unhappy. However, according to Schmutzer, he always provides explanations why 
a marriage has failed and why other couples experience domestic felicity.97 With the 
depiction of less harmonious marriages, Trollope perhaps intended to teach moral 
lessons to his readers. He states in his Autobiography that it is for the novelist to show 
what happens if you make the wrong decisions. In this context he gives the example of 
Austen’s Lydia Bennet who, in Trollope’s view, “will be dishonoured in the estimation 
of all readers by […] her vices” (Trollope, Autobiography, 144) These vices most likely 
refer to Lydia’s naivety and indiscretion, which cause her to marry the wicked Mr. 
Wickham.98 
 
Pride and Prejudice, by Jane Austen, was published decades before the two 
aforementioned novels were written. More precisely, the novel was written between 
1796 and 1812, during the time of the French revolution. As the turn of the eighteenth 
to the nineteenth century represented the height of the political and industrial revolution, 
the social order underwent a radical change. The middle classes rose in wealth while the 
power of the aristocracy decreased. As a result, the face of matrimony and expectations 
individual members of society had regarding marriage altered. 99 The morals and values 
of the prosperous middle classes became the rules of society, and one moral rule was the 
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confinement of women to the private sphere and their exclusion from any public 
activities.100 By attempting to uphold “feudal traditions of paternity” and fighting 
against the assertion of revolutionary ideas in Britain, the Pitt government intended to 
defend and maintain socially and politically conservative values. The failure of 
revolutionary ideals led to the establishment of a more conservative consensus amongst 
the middle class which included repressive domestic ideologies at home. Produced in 
this period of political crisis and social change, Pride and Prejudice represents a critical 
analysis of “the moral values and modes of behaviour through which a section of the 
ruling class was redefining itself.” (Jones, xv)      
 In A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), Mary Wollstonecraft attacks 
this rigid and conservative social framework. In her work, Wollstonecraft claims sexual 
liberty, equality and independence. She goes on to demand that women have the 
possibility of “becoming more publicly active participants in a middle-class 
meritocracy.”101 (Jones, xx) All these issues, such as the question of marriage as the 
only aim in life of a woman, are also present in Pride and Prejudice. Female radicals of 
the 1790s, like Mary Wollstonecraft herself, wrote critical novels questioning the 
“conventional happily-ever-after marriage” in response to anti-revolutionary works. 
(Jones, xx) Austen’s plot of Pride and Prejudice seems to resemble the more 
conservative works of that period. From the beginning until the end of the story the 
main female characters are aiming at marriage. This makes one assume that Austen was 
convinced about women’s only destination in life was to marry advantageously, 
although she never married herself. Inter alia, this assumption is confirmed by Sabiston, 
who claims that Austen tended to see marriage “as the only possible outlet for most 
young women.” (Sabiston, 5) Since Austen had a supportive family and her art, she did 
not need a husband.102 Generally, Austen advocated a rather conservative attitude and 
never questioned the social framework. Still, “Austen’s view on marriage was also 
against the mainstream of contemporary thought: she portrayed happy marriages, 
operating on the basis of mutual respect and understanding.” (Blecha, 18) In contrasting 
unhappy marriages to the happy unions, Austen provides an understanding of “how a 
marriage should not be.” (Gill and Gregory, 147) Besides, the theme of happiness, 
especially of women, plays a crucial role in the novel. The characters who marry for 
love and not for mercenary reasons face a supposedly happy marital future. As the 
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domestic happiness of other characters in the novel is arguable, the question arises 
whether Austen doubted the conventional happily-ever-after marriage which 
Wollstonecraft criticised. The existence of the “materialist system of courtship and 
marriage”, which developed within the middle class at the beginning of the nineteenth 
century, leads to the assumption that Austen questioned happiness within mercenary 
marriages compared to love marriages in Pride and Prejudice. (Marsh, 136) Besides, 
love and romantic interest in general as opposed to rational and realistic aspects, such as 
the context of the Industrial Revolution, were essential literary themes in the Romantic 
Era. Austen herself did “not believe in marriage without love, but [spoke] in favour of 
true love and affection”, as Blecha puts it. (Blecha, 39) With its portrayal of less 
romanticised and harmonious marriages, Pride and Prejudice could also be read as “a 
critical exploration of [...] women’s happiness [depending] on restraint[,] [...] 
submission” and on economically profitable marriages. (Jones, xxiii) Mercenary 
marriages in the novel mirror the rigid social frame and the inseparable relationship of 
courtship, marriage and money at that time. In Pride and Prejudice the marriage system 
is thus presented “as an incompatible contradiction between romantic qualities” and 
“economic imperatives. (Marsh, 137) 
Generally, unhappy marriages are not as prominent in Pride and Prejudice as in the 
other two novels under discussion. This could be linked to the growing interest of 
readers in the portrayal of matrimonial conflicts only in the middle of the century.103 
Also, a self-censorship regulated the authors’ work. A novelist was only able to write in 
a manner appropriate for the ears of children and women. This meant no descriptions of 
sex scenes, violence or marital struggles. As Pride and Prejudice was written before the 
Divorce Court exposed marital conflicts and breakdowns to the public, these issues 
were not or could not be dealt with very openly. Especially women writers had to be 
careful not to be charged with immorality in their novels in order to have their works 
published.104 Thus, the heroines’ stories in Pride and Prejudice centre around marital 
bliss and not so much on desires and different realities concealed behind closed doors.  
[The] [heroines’] treatment [...] suggested that femininity  rewardable with a 
happy marriage is chaste; self-effacing rather than attention-seeking; and 
tractable to the desires of others (parents and later husband) [...]. Such novels 
thus teach that for the sake of integration into society, women must relinquish 
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desires for the autonomous and independent identity of subjectivity celebrated 
by the Romantic poets. And heroines who do not relinquish such desires pay a 
high price. (Shaffer, 472) 
 
Without doubt, happiness within marriage was very much determined by social and 
political imperatives. Considering the historical context of each novel, such as the 
oppressive system of patriarchy or the financial dependence of women, as well as the 
authors’ personal attitudes towards marriage, helps to analyse and discover grounds for 
the representation of distressed marriages in the nineteenth-century English novel.  
 
 
3. Analysis – Happy vs. Unhappy Couples 
The primary purpose of the following four chapters is to analyse examples of unhappy 
marital alliances in Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, Eliot’s Daniel Deronda and 
Trollope’s Phineas Finn. The main characters’ motives for entering into matrimony in 
the first place will be studied, along with the expectations they have for marriage in 
general. Subsequently, it will be discussed how the spouses are disappointed in their 
expectations and why they are unhappy within marriage. Therefore, the daily routine of 
married couples will be given a closer examination. Issues such as character 
incompatibility, mastery and submission, extra-marital love and past affairs will play an 
important role in this context. It is also interesting to examine how the failure of 
parental marriages influences the children’s marital future. In the final chapter, solutions 
to the characters’ marital problems will be identified and analysed 
 
3.1. Individual Motives for Entering into Matrimony 
The protagonists in each of the three novels to be treated have various kinds of marriage 
motives. Whereas some characters marry for love, others enter into marriage in order to 
escape poverty, gain status, freedom or social acceptance, to name only a few examples. 
In part, the analysis of the individual motivations for matrimony will foreshadow which 
couples are (potentially) happy and which ones are unhappy. 
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3.1.1. Love Marriages105 
As mentioned in chapter 2.1.2, love is expected to be the main motive for marriage. 
This presupposition was incorporated in several English novels of the nineteenth 
century, where characters experience ultimate wedded bliss, or the novels end with love 
marriages. Although not all characters marry for love in the novels to be discussed, 
there are several marriages which are entered into primarily for love. In Pride and 
Prejudice especially the main attention is paid to the happy unions which are formed of 
love. This is perhaps related to the historical context of the Romantic Era in which the 
novel was written. According to Foster, the theme of love and marriage was an 
important precondition, especially for female novelists at that time, to meet the 
expectations of publishers and readership.106       
 An example of a union based on love, is the marriage of Mr. Darcy and 
Elizabeth Bennet. Their developing relationship stands at the centre of the novel and, 
together with the relationship of Jane Bennet and Mr. Bingley, is in contrast to all other 
couples formed in the course of the novel. The initial dislike and prejudice of Elizabeth 
against Mr. Darcy and vice versa develops into mutual affection. This affection is based 
on mutual esteem, respect and understanding, values which are of great importance to 
Darcy and Elizabeth. In general, Austen’s notion of love is predicated less on sexual 
attraction but more on such values as mentioned above. According to Austen, a 
marriage cannot work out if the partners do not esteem, respect and understand each 
other, which is very well illustrated in the portrayal of the union of Mr. Bennet and Mrs. 
Bennet.107           
 The growing love between Darcy and Elizabeth finally results in their marriage, 
with which the novel ends. Unlike other characters in the novel Elizabeth does not aim 
to find a husband with a great fortune, but love remains the chief motive for her 
marriage with Darcy. After abandoning her initial prejudices and getting to know the 
real Mr. Darcy, she learns to esteem and love him. In a conversation with her father 
about Darcy she states with “tears in her eyes”: “I do, I do like him, [...] I love him. 
Indeed he has no proper pride. He is perfectly amiable.” (Austen, 356) That Elizabeth’s 
main motive for her marriage with Darcy is love and no other reasons, such as money 
for example, also becomes obvious when she refuses Mr. Collins’ proposal. A marriage 
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with Mr. Collins would grant Elizabeth a financially secure future, but since she can 
neither love nor esteem Mr. Collins, marrying him is out of the question for her. Also 
Darcy’s main grounds for entering into marriage with Elizabeth are characterised by his 
love, respect and esteem for the young woman. When he proposes to Elizabeth for the 
first time, he tells her how “ardently” he admires and loves her.108 Even though she 
refuses his first marriage offer, he remains true to Elizabeth and eventually gets to 
marry the woman he really loves. The reason why Elizabeth initially declines Darcy’s 
proposal is that she has not abandoned her prejudices yet and is still unaware of his real 
personality. “[For] Elizabeth, to know a man is to like him or not like him – but one 
must know him which is a distinct advantage over her mother’s [favourable] attitude 
towards any man of reasonable means who offers himself in marriage to her daughters.” 
(Pikoulis, 40) After a long period of getting to know each other better and turning any 
kind of prejudices into affection and esteem, their finding and marrying each other for 
love, becomes the main romantic interest in the novel. Like Elizabeth’s and Darcy’s 
union, Jane Bennet’s and Mr. Bingley’s marriage is based on mutual affection. As 
regards Jane’s attitude towards and motives for marriage, she also strives for domestic 
happiness, which she believes is based on love for a partner whose character one must 
know and admire. Talking to Mr. Bingley’s sister about Jane, Elizabeth claims that to 
get a rich husband is not what Jane is interested in. Awareness of character 
compatibility and genuine admiration and esteem for the character qualities of a 
potential husband also are of importance for Jane. Certainly, she does not intend to enter 
into marriage hastily with someone she “has known [...] only for a fortnight”. (Austen, 
23) Just as it is the case with Elizabeth’s and Darcy’s union, Jane and Mr. Bingley seal 
their love with marriage only towards the end of the story. Considering that the 
characters’ primary motive for marriage is love, one can only assume that their marriage 
is going to be a happy and emotionally fulfilling one.   
Also Lydia Bennet marries Mr. Wickham for, what she believes to be, love. Unlike 
Elizabeth and Jane, whose love for Darcy and Bingley is characterised by admiration, 
esteem and respect, Lydia’s love for Wickham is based on physical attraction. Her 
rather naive love for Wickham is driven by desire and strong passion. Compared to her 
sisters Elizabeth and Jane, her behaviour lacks rationality and common sense.  
 
                                                            
108 C.f.: Austen, 185 
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Desire, the novel suggests, is a necessary part of human experience, and Austen 
deals with its dangers not by rejecting it absolutely but by presenting a series of 
strategies for its control. [...] Lydia, reveals the basic danger of desire: it is 
antithetical to the social order. Lydia’s elopement is distressing because it 
suggests that desire can lead an individual to violate cultural rules, to leave 
willingly the bounds of society and respectability. And her action is additionally 
insidious because it implicitly questions the institution of marriage itself. (Allen, 
438) 
 
Whilst Elizabeth’s and Jane’s marriages are both entered into after a longer period of 
getting to know and growing to love their future spouses, Lydia’s marriage is 
precipitous and a necessity in order not to violate the social norms.109 According to 
Allen, “Austen argues against love at first sight and in [favour] of the slow growth of a 
rational affection based on gratitude and esteem.” (Allen, 425) Lydia does not know 
Wickham well enough and consequently she is not aware that the man who she claims 
to love is in reality wicked and selfish. Although Lydia marries Mr. Wickham out of 
passion and desire and because she believes to be in love with him, he does not exactly 
share Lydia’s motives for marriage. 
Wickham’s affection for Lydia, was just what Elizabeth had expected to find it; 
not equal to Lydia’s for him. She had scarcely needed her present observation to 
be satisfied, from the reason of things, that their elopement had been brought on 
by the strength of her love, rather than his; and she would have wondered why, 
without violently caring for her, he chose to elope with her at all had she not felt 
certain that his flight was rendered necessary by distress of circumstances; and if 
that were the case, he was not the young man to resist an opportunity of having a 
companion. (Austen, 301) 
 
Since Lydia’s and Mr. Wickham’s marriage is based on one-sided and blind affection it 
is questionable that their partnership will be harmonious and fulfilling.110 What remains 
certain, however, is that even though Lydia seems to love Mr. Wickham, there is finally 
“no love for Lydia” as she acts out of unrestrained desire, in contrast to Elizabeth and 
Jane, who have their feelings and desire under control. (Allen, 437) 
                                                            
109 Since they have eloped and illegitimate relationships were unacceptable at that time, they have no 
other choice but to marry in order to save their families’ and their own reputation. 
110 This will be discussed in more detail in chapter 3.2. 
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The love marriages in Daniel Deronda are less romantically portrayed than in Pride and 
Prejudice111. This may be due to the fact that in the Romantic Period, love relationships 
played a more central role in literary works than they did at the time of Queen Victoria. 
Moreover, with a male pseudonym, George Eliot had the freedom to focus on other 
literary themes than romantic love marriages. Thus, regarding Daniel Deronda, Eliot 
put her main focus not only on Jewish culture, but also on the unhappy and loveless 
marriage of Gwendolen Harleth and Grandcourt. In comparison, in Austen, “[love] is 
the grand ideal, the great fixative; in its personal aspect and in its most rewarding form, 
it confirms the worth of character and just sentiment.” (Pikouli, 55) Austen did “not 
believe in marriage without love, but [spoke] in favour of true love and affection”112. 
Although there are characters in Daniel Deronda who marry for love, their happy 
unions are not as much in the foreground and dramatised as in Austen’s novel.  
Daniel Deronda and the Jewess Mirah Cohen present an example for a love union in 
Daniel Deronda. As a child, Mirah was separated from her mother and brother by her 
own father. He took her to different places and expected his daughter to make a living 
as a singer. Eventually, Mirah escapes from her father and goes to London, where she 
tries to find the rest of her family. Losing all hope of ever being reunited with her 
mother and brother, she attempts to commit suicide. Daniel rescues Mirah from 
drowning herself in the Thames and takes her to Mrs. Meyerick, a warm-hearted and 
gentle woman who attends to the girl. Daniel feels responsible for Mirah and thus he 
goes on a quest to search for Mirah’s lost mother and brother. Daniel and Mirah only 
marry at the end of the novel, therefore the reader does not get to see much of their 
married life. Moreover, Daniel’s relation to Gwendolen and his search for identity are 
more central to the novel rather than his future marriage with Mirah. Their marriage is 
entered into for love on both sides, but Daniel also has other reasons for marrying the 
Jewish girl, namely to fully adapt to the Jewish culture with a Jewish wedding.113 
Although Daniel also sees advantages in his marriage with Mirah, this does not change 
anything about the fact that he truly loves her. Mirah, on the other hand, believes that 
people only marry if they love each other. This becomes obvious when she claims that 
her mother must have loved her father, otherwise she would not have married him.114 
That people also marry for other reasons than love seems to be beyond her 
                                                            
111 An exception is Lydia’s and Wickham’s marriage which was entered for love by Lydia only. 
112 C.f.: chapter 2.3 
113 Daniel’s other motives for marrying Mirah will be analysed in more detail in chapter 3.1.4. 
114 C.f.: Austen, 185 
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understanding. Nevertheless, Eliot writes that “Mirah’s marriage to Deronda crowned a 
romance”. (Eliot, 694) Considering also Daniel’s promise to Mirah that he will always 
love her “with complete love”, makes one assume that their marriage will be a happy 
one, which is also indicated by the fact that the couple treats each other with respect and 
affectionate care. (Eliot, 679) 
Another love marriage in Daniel Deronda is that of Catherine Arrowpoint and Mr. 
Klesmer. Catherine Arrowpoint is the daughter of a respectable middle-class family in 
the neighbourhood of Gwendolen’s uncle, Mr. Gascoigne. Mr. Klesmer, who comes 
from a Jewish background, is Catherine’s music teacher. Falling in love with each other, 
they overcome cultural barriers and celebrate their love with the bond of marriage. 
Catherine’s motives for marriage contradict her parents’ expectations for their 
daughter’s future marital life. Her parents want her to marry for wealth and social 
standing rather than for love for “a gypsy, a Jew, a mere bubble of the earth” as they 
remark about Mr. Klesmer. (Eliot, 210) However, they also know that Catherine does 
not want to attend to her “social duty”. (Eliot, 202) Discussing her relationship to Mr. 
Klesmer with her parents, Catherine objects to her parents’ wish for her to marry a 
nobleman and states the following: 
Well, what seems to me my happiness – before I give it up, I must see some 
better reason than the wish that I should marry a nobleman, or a man who votes 
with a party that he may be turned into a nobleman. I feel at liberty to marry the 
man I love and think worthy, unless some higher duty forbids. (Eliot, 210) 
Catherine refuses to meet the expectations of her parents and of society. She intends to 
strive for her own happiness, which she is convinced she will find in her marriage with 
Mr. Klesmer, who she loves and who loves her in return. Trying to make this clear to 
her parents she claims: “I found out that he loved me, and loving him, I told him I 
would marry him.” “Why should I not marry the man who loves me, if I love him?” 
(Eliot, 208/209) That Mr. Klesmer’s only motive for his marriage with Catherine is also 
love and not her fortune, as Mr. and Mrs. Arrowpoint suspect, becomes evident when he 
attempts to ask Catherine’s parents for her hand. 
[Her] fortune has been the only thing I have had to regret about her. [...] 
[Understand] that I consider it out of the power either of you or of your fortune 
to confer on me anything that I value. My rank as an artist is of my own 
winning, and I would not exchange it for any other. I am able to maintain your 
daughter, and I ask for no change in my life but her companionship. (Eliot, 212) 
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Indeed, the only reason why Catherine and Mr. Klesmer want to marry is because they 
love each other. They manage to overcome social and economic obstacles, and 
Catherine even risks being abandoned by her own family, who threaten to disinherit her 
if she marries Mr. Klesmer. Their unconditional love for each other represents a good 
basis for a stable and happy relationship - despite the threat of reduced social and 
economic circumstances. 
Also in Phineas Finn love marriages are formed towards the end of the story. The novel 
closes with the marriage of Mary Flood Jones and Phineas Finn. Although Finn also 
falls in love with other women, he finally decides to marry his childhood sweetheart, 
Mary. Mary is a minor character portrayed briefly at the beginning and towards the end 
of the novel. Accordingly we do not know much about the Irish girl despite the fact that 
she is young, pretty and naive, and has not been anywhere in the world apart from her 
hometown Killaloe. Her life mainly seems to centre on Phineas Finn, whom she truly 
loves and for whom she would wait all her life to marry her. Prior to his marriage with 
Mary, Finn was striving for a marriage with a woman he would not only love but who, 
with her status and wealth, would also help him rise politically and socially. However, 
when such an advantageous marriage is laid open to him by Mrs. Max Goesler, he 
declines her offer because he does not love her.      
 Even though a marriage with Mary is not advantageous for Finn in regard to his 
political ambitions he goes for the Irish girl. Mary’s character differs considerably from 
the characters of the women he intends to court initially. These women are Lady Laura, 
Violet Effingham and the widow Madame Max Goesler. Whereas Mary is a rather mild 
and submissive character, the Angel in the House, Laura, Violet and Max Goesler are 
independent and strong women. Whilst one gets the impression that Finn falls in love 
with and generally prefers strong women, it is rather surprising that he marries the 
typical Angel in the House in the end. On second thoughts, however, Trollope was 
unsatisfied with the conventional closure of his novel, the marriage of Finn and the 
angelic Mary Flood Jones. Thus, in Phineas Redux, the sequel of Phineas Finn, Mary is 
dead and Finn marries the interesting and independent Madame Max Goesler, who had 
offered him to marry her in the past.  However, as far as Phineas Finn is concerned, the 
novel suggests that the love Mary has for Finn and her angel-like personality will 
probably account for a harmonious marriage in which both sides will find contentment 
and happiness. 
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Another love marriage in Phineas Finn is formed by Violet Effingham, a wealthy 
orphan living with her aunt Lady Baldock, and Lord Chiltern, the brother of her 
childhood friend Lady Laura Standish. Although Violet thinks that she cannot love a 
man and claims that if she marries one day that it would be in order to escape from the 
control of her aunt Lady Baldock, love is the main reason for which she would marry. 
“[Nothing] would make her marry a man unless she loved him and honoured him [...] 
[It] is so very seldom that you can say that of a girl.” (Trollope, Phineas, II, 29) 
Whereas Violet initially represses her true feelings for Chiltern, he has always been 
aware of his love for Violet. Also, “[for] Chiltern, being in love with Violet gives him a 
chance – his only chance – for positive and lasting connection with the world.” 
(Polhemus, 389) Nevertheless, Chiltern’s primary motive in his pursuit to marry Violet 
is love and not any advantages, which might result from their union. Even though they 
encounter a lot of conflicts during the courtship period, which are due to their two 
differing characters, their marriage promises harmony and domestic bliss. However, this 
issue will be analysed in chapter 3.2.  
These illustrations of happy unions formed of love, stand in contrast to the unhappy 
alliances which were entered for other reasons than mutual esteem, respect and 
affection. The couples who marry for love point out what the basis for a happy marriage 
should be. Moreover the opposition of the unhappy unions, which are not based on love, 
to happy love marriages illustrates the dangers of the wrong choice of partner for the 
wrong motives.  
 
 
3.1.2. Mercenary Marriages 
 
In opposition to love marriages stand mercenary marriages. These marriages were 
entered into for various kinds of advantages rather than for romantic reasons. Mercenary 
marriages comprised those which were contracted for means of wealth, status or 
prestige, but in the case of the three novels to be treated, also for political advantages as 
well as for freedom and liberation from social restrictions. What needs to be considered 
in regard to mercenary marriages in general is that women’s striving for advantageous 
marriages differed from that of men in the nineteenth century. Women had no other 
choice but to marry advantageously in order to be liberated from parental control or to 
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secure financial support and admittance to society as a respectable member of it. This 
issue is very well illustrated in Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice. 
Austen’s characters are imprisoned within a rigid materialist system of courtship 
and marriage. The importance of this system for her heroines cannot be 
exaggerated: it is the single most crucial issue in their lives, and will literally 
make or break them. [...] The marriage system was the only means by which 
Austen’s heroines could make a comfortable and respectable life for themselves. 
(Marsh, 136/137) 
Being aware of a woman’s disadvantaged position within society as regards the 
possession of property, employment possibilities and independence from patriarchal 
norms, Mrs. Bennet is desperate to have her daughters married to respectable and 
wealthy men. When she has an argument with Elizabeth, because the latter refuses Mr. 
Collins’ marriage proposal, Mrs. Bennet states: “I do not know who is to maintain you 
when your father is dead. – I shall not be able to keep you – and so I warn you.” 
(Austen, 111)  
Although Mrs. Bennet wants the best for her daughters and knows that if they will 
remain unmarried they are going to face poverty or dependence on relatives, she 
completely suppresses the importance of romantic love as the basis of a healthy and 
happy partnership. She only focuses on the economic advantages her daughters will 
gain if they marry a rich gentleman. When her oldest daughter Jane and Mr. Bingley 
develop a mutual affection, Mrs. Bennet is ecstatic and thinks only of the advantages a 
marriage with a man like Mr. Bingley would bring. 
It was an animating subject, and Mrs. Bennet seemed incapable of fatigue while 
enumerating the advantages of the match. His being such a charming young 
man, and so rich, and living but three miles from them, were the first points of 
self-gratulation [...] It was, moreover, such a promising thing for her younger 
daughters, as Jane’s marrying so greatly must throw them in the way of other 
rich men. (Austen, 97) 
 
Considering Mrs. Bennet’s attitude towards marriage, it would be interesting to learn 
her motives for marrying Mr. Bennet. This is, however, not explicitly expressed in the 
novel. Being aware of Mrs. Bennet’s views on marriage and why a marriage should be 
entered, one might assume that she had the same motives for which she wants her 
daughters to be married. 
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As far as Mr. Bennet’s marriage motives are concerned, he was blinded by Mrs. 
Bennet’s “youth and beauty, and that appearance of good humour, which youth and 
beauty generally give”. (Austen, 228) Obviously his wife’s inner personality was not a 
crucial factor for Mr. Bennet in his pursuit of marrying her in the first place. He seems 
to have been captured by her beauty only, which he imprudently thought would be 
enough to bring him domestic happiness.115  
 
Lydia is, like her parents, more concerned about the physical appearance and status of 
men rather than about their character. Interested in handsome officers, she marries Mr. 
Wickham, to whose real character she is completely blinded. Whether she is also 
interested in a marriage with Wickham for financial reasons is questionable, but 
according to Gill and Gregory, money does not play a role for Lydia.116 In fact, 
Wickham does not possess any fortune, of which Lydia is completely unaware. 
According to Mordecai, Lydia’s, but also Wickham’s, “chief motivation appears to be 
sexual passion”. (Mordecai, 276) Additionally, Lydia seems to seek “freedom and 
excitement”, which she believes to have found in Mr. Wickham. (Mordecai, 276) It 
appears, however, that this attraction and passion, as mentioned in the previous chapter, 
which Lydia calls ‘love’, is only one-sided. Through their marriage, Wickham “avails 
himself of a chance to flee his creditors”. (Mordecai, 276) He is striving for a marriage 
which would bring him fortune. His marriage motives in general are, thus, primarily 
based on economic and social advantages. That Wickham pursues mercenary marriage 
motives also becomes clear in the fact that, prior to his elopement with Lydia, he 
attempted to marry Darcy’s fifteen-year-old sister for her wealth. 
[He] so far recommended himself to Georgiana, whose affectionate heart 
retained a strong impression of his kindness to her as a child, that she was 
persuaded to believe herself in love, and to consent to an elopement. Mr. 
Wickham’s chief object was unquestionably my sister’s fortune, which is thirty 
thousand pounds. (Austen, 196) 
Through a clandestine marriage with Georgiana, Wickham pursued ignoble intentions: 
“he intended to secure revenge [on Darcy], social position, and” as Mr. Darcy remarks 
in his letter for Elizabeth the “security afforded” by Georgiana’s fortune. (Parks, 135) 
Wickham is a selfish and mercenary character who only seeks personal advantages. 
                                                            
115 C.f.: Austen, 228; Mr Bennet’s disappointed expectations will be discussed in chapter 3.2. 
116 C.f.: Gill and Gregory, 158 
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Perhaps Wickham is driven by passion when he elopes with Lydia, but when it comes to 
the question of marriage, he initially tries to talk himself out of the matter.  
Mr. Darcy asked [Wickham] why he had not married [Lydia] at once. Though 
Mr. Bennet was not imagined to be very rich, he would have been able to do 
something for him, and his situation must have been benefited by marriage. But 
he found, in reply to this question, that Wickham still cherished the hope of more 
effectually making his fortune by marriage, in some other country. (Austen, 306) 
 
Since Lydia does not possess any money Wickham is not interested in a marriage with 
the girl. Only when Darcy offers Wickham a considerable amount of money is he 
willing to agree on a marriage with Lydia, which has “never been his design.” (Austen, 
305) Wickham’s main interest regarding his alliance with Lydia is directed towards 
himself. On account of the couple’s selfish motives, it is highly unlikely that the two 
will experience marital bliss. Moreover, their marriage is compulsory and not entered 
into of their own free will. In the nineteenth century, people were often obliged to enter 
into the marriage state in order to uphold conservative ideals. Compulsory marriages 
were mainly initiated by the parents of the future spouses, who were either no longer 
interested in supporting their offspring financially, or who wanted to prevent their 
children from having illegitimate relationships. The latter is what leaves no other choice 
for Lydia and Mr. Wickham but to marry. Mrs. Bennet especially is concerned for her 
family’s reputation, and to have unmarried daughters openly living with men would not 
put her family in a good light at all. Lydia’s elopement means a calamity for Mrs. 
Bennet and for the whole family respectively. Elizabeth, for example, is equally 
concerned about Lydia’s elopement and fears her reputation to be damaged.  
 Not only Lydia’s parents, but society in general put pressure on the couple, who 
are expected to marry in order to avoid social disgrace. According to Teachman, “[once] 
Lydia has eloped with Wickham, the only possibility of salvaging her reputation” and 
that of her family “is through persuading him to marry her.” (Teachman, 13) When the 
Bennets are informed of their daughter’s elopement, Mr. Bennet cries: “[They] must 
marry! Yet he is such a man! Yes, yes, they must marry. There is nothing else to be 
done.” (Austen, 287) The reason why Lydia and Mr. Wickham are obliged to marry can 
also be ascribed to the fact that “Jane Austen always backed away from extramarital 
sex-relationships”. (Parks, 135) 
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In contrast to Lydia’s naivety and foolishness, which results in her marriage with Mr. 
Wickham, stands Elizabeth’s intelligence and rationality. These character traits enable 
Elizabeth to choose her partner for life thoughtfully and independently. Although 
Elizabeth does not disapprove of a wealthy husband, she marries Darcy regardless of 
social conventions and economical imperatives, which mirrors Wollstonecraft’s 
conviction of female independence and rationality.117 
Mordecai assumes that Austen “sees a greater failure of integrity in the Wickham-Lydia 
than in the Collins-Charlotte marriage.” (Mordecai, 276) He attributes this to Austen’s 
rather conservative social attitude. Lydia and Wickham, being driven by imprudent 
passion as well as by seeking advantages and not by intentions to conform to social 
norms, stand in contrast to Charlotte’s and Collins’ marriage motives. Mordecai claims 
that Charlotte Lucas and Collin “have sacrificed all or part of their personalities to 
society” and thus seem to be “assured of a more or less indispensable social equilibrium 
which Wickham and Lydia will lack.” (Mordecai, 276) Although Collins’ and 
Charlotte’s marriage motives do not promise a ‘happily-ever-after’ of romantic love, 
they do not enter into marriage blindfolded, as Lydia and Wickham do. Charlotte does 
not think highly of men or matrimony but the latter “has always been her object.” 
(Austen 120) Being in the end of her twenties she feels even more pressure to find a 
suitable match than a younger woman. Being aware of the status of an unmarried 
woman within society she knows that she must marry soon.  
Mr. Collins to be sure was neither sensible nor agreeable; his society was 
irksome, and his attachment to her must be imaginary. But still he would be her 
husband. [Marriage] was the only honourable provision for well-educated young 
women of small fortune, and however uncertain of giving happiness, must be 
their pleasantest preservative from want. This preservative she had now 
obtained; and at the age of twenty-seven, without having ever been handsome, 
she felt all the good luck of it. (Austen, 120) 
Lydia, striving for excitement and freedom, and Charlotte for an escape from social 
degradation and economical misery, both marry without much thought about whom 
they are to share the rest of their lives with. Too “involved in the [marriage] lottery 
[they do not] have attention for anyone in particular.” (Weinsheimer, 408) Charlotte, 
however, seems to be content with her choice and thus, conversing with Elizabeth, 
states: 
                                                            
117 C.f.: Jones, xxiii 
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I am not romantic you know. I never was. I ask only a comfortable home; and 
considering Mr. Collins’ character, connections, and situation in life, I am 
convinced that my chance of happiness with him is as fair, as most people can 
boast on entering the marriage state. (Austen, 123) 
Charlotte claims that romantic love has never been her object for marriage. With regard 
to her marriage with Collins, her motives are clearly reduced to mercenary ones. Being 
aware of the fact that at twenty-seven years of age she is already rather old for the 
marriage market, she thinks that she cannot afford romance. Similarly, Mr. Collins’ 
marriage motives have, like Charlotte’s, nothing to do with romantic love. When he is 
told by Mrs. Bennet that Jane Bennet, who is his first choice in his search for a wife, has 
already got another suitor, he does not seem to be disappointed. Instead, he decides to 
try his luck with his second choice, Elizabeth Bennet. That love is not an important 
marriage factor for Collins becomes obvious when he proposes to Elizabeth. According 
to Gill and Gregory, Collins’ proposal to Elizabeth is not only one of “the novel’s high 
points of comedy” but it also represents “a mockery” of a proposal based on such 
motives as Mr. Collins exclaims to Elizabeth: (Gill and Gregory, 138) 
My reasons for marrying are, first, that I think it a right thing for every 
clergyman in easy circumstances (like myself) to set the example of matrimony 
in his parish. Secondly, that I am convinced it will add very greatly to my 
happiness; and thirdly – which perhaps I ought to have mentioned earlier, that it 
is the particular advice and recommendation of the very noble lady whom I have 
the honour of calling patroness. Twice has she condescended to give me her 
opinion (unasked too!) on this subject; and it was but the very Saturday night 
before I left Hunsford [...] that she said, “Mr. Collins, you must marry. A 
clergyman like you must marry. – Chuse properly, chuse a gentlewoman for my 
sake; and for your own, let her be an active, useful sort of person, not brought up 
high, but able to make a small income go a good way. (Austen, 103) 
 
Collins is neither in love with Jane nor with Elizabeth when he intends to marry either 
of them. He primarily is interested in conforming to social norms and in satisfying his 
patroness’, Lady Catherine’s, wish that he would find a suitable wife soon. Thus, one 
could claim that also Mr. Collins’ marriage with Charlotte is compulsory. Even though 
he is free to choose with whom he wants to spend the rest of his life with, he is talked 
into marriage by his patroness Lady Catherine. She tells him that he is obliged to marry 
as a clergyman, not only for his, but also for her own sake. Therefore, Collins seeks a 
decent wife “so he may set a proper example and obey Lady Catherine’s wishes.” 
(Mordecai, 276) 
50 
Charlotte represents a perfect match for Mr. Collins. She is likewise pursuing the 
“prudential motive”. (Gill and Gregory, 141) She aims for social conformance as well 
as financial security and claims that love does not play a role for her within marriage. 
Whether or not this marriage will make her happy, she leaves to chance. Believing that 
“[happiness] in marriage is entirely a matter of chance”, she stands in contrast to 
Elizabeth, who only intends to marry if she can be assured of her future felicity. 
Charlotte’s “deliberate ‘know-nothingness’ is contrasted with Elizabeth’s inquiring 
intelligence” about who she is to spend the rest of her life with. In criticising Charlotte’s 
pursuit to marry Mr. Collins, Elizabeth attacks “the limitations of ignorance”, as 
Pikoulis puts it.118 (Pikoulis, 40) 
In chapter 2.1.3, the impacts of the industrial revolution on conjugal life have been 
outlined. Reaching a peak at the beginning of the nineteenth century, it led to the middle 
classes’ growing wealth and consequently to the expendability of women’s 
contributions to earning a living alongside their husbands. Confined to their homes and 
denied any chances and possibilities on the employment market, women were 
financially dependent on men. Overall, Austen did not approve of the rising 
industrialisation and its profit-oriented spirit, which apart from the financial dependence 
of women, led to more unions based on mercenary reasons. Therefore, by suggesting a 
happy future for the unions based on love and a less harmonious conjugal life for 
marriages entered for mercenary reasons, Austen criticised such selfish and monetary 
motives.119 This issue is also illustrated in Eliot’s Daniel Deronda. 
The main example for a mercenary union in the novel represents the marriage of 
Gwendolen Harleth and Mr. Grandcourt. Gwendolen, forced to support herself and her 
mother financially, marries the rich and interesting Mr. Grandcourt. Although she does 
not like to be dependent on anyone, she has no other choice but to marry if she wants to 
avoid becoming a governess. She is also thinking about becoming an actress, however, 
she is too old for the necessary training this profession would entail. Moreover, acting is 
also considered a “disreputable profession” among her social class. (Sabiston, 173) In 
gambling, Gwendolen finds another alternative to escape a marriage to Grandcourt, but 
as she “is literally gambling with her life”, she loses everything, including her 
                                                            
118 This aspect will be discussed further in chapter 3.3.1.5. 
119 As regards the discussion of mercenary marriages in Pride and Prejudice the sources are taken from: 
Mordecai, 276; Pikoulis, 40; Weinsheimer, 408; Parks, 135; Teachman, 13; Gill and Gregory, 138-158; 
Jones, xxiii; Marsh, 136/137 
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independence. (Sabiston, 165) Even though Gwendolen knows that a marriage with 
Grandcourt will relieve her of financial struggles, she questions her mother’s claim that 
marriage is the only happy state for a woman. She believes rather that matrimony makes 
a woman dull and not mind anything. 
That she was to be married some time or other she would have felt obliged to 
admit; and that her marriage would not be of a middling kind, such as most girls 
were contented with, she felt quietly, unargumentatively sure. But her thoughts 
never dwelt on marriage as the fulfilment of her ambition. (Eliot, 30) 
Besides believing marriage to be dull and unfulfilling, she ridicules people who marry 
for love. In her opinion, love only exists in books. She cannot understand how women 
could fall in love with men. This is probably due to her inability to fall in love herself. 
She believes that she cannot love anybody apart from her mother and especially not 
men, who she thinks to be “too ridiculous”. (Eliot, 64) Love therefore does not play a 
role for Gwendolen when it comes to marrying Grandcourt. Gwendolen has different 
marital interests compared to all these dull women, as she calls them and whom she 
criticises. She does not only seek economical advantages but also freedom. Although 
she initially claims marriage to impede women’s freedom, she believes that in marrying 
Grandcourt she would be able to gain freedom rather than imprisonment within a rigid 
and patriarchal social scheme. Additionally, she is keen on the higher social status 
which a marriage with Grandcourt would entail: “The brilliant position she had longed 
for, the imagined freedom she would create for herself in marriage, the deliverance from 
the dull insignificance of her girlhood – all were immediately before her.” (Eliot, 262) 
Grandcourt’s motives for marriage differ from those of Gwendolen. He is driven by an 
interest in mastery. He makes use of Gwendolen’s financial distress, as he knows her to 
be dependent on an advantageous marriage, which he can offer. He seems to find 
pleasure in the thought of someone like Gwendolen being dependent on him. Also, he is 
aware of Gwendolen’s imagination and desire for finding a husband who she would be 
able to master. Ironically she believes she has found this husband in Grandcourt, who in 
turn likes to be the master over someone who believes could master him. 
It was characteristic that he got none of his satisfaction from the belief that 
Gwendolen was in love with him [...] On the contrary, he believed that this girl 
was rather exceptional in the fact that, in spite of his assiduous attention to her, 
she was not in love with him; and it seemed to him very likely that if it had not 
been for the sudden poverty which had come over her family, she would not 
have accepted him. From the very first there had been an exasperating 
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fascination in the tricksiness with which she had – not met his advances, but – 
wheeled away from them. She had been brought to accept him in spite of 
everything – brought to kneel down like a horse all the while. On the whole, 
Grandcourt got more pleasure out of this notion than he could have done out of 
winning a girl of whom he was sure that she had a strong inclination for him 
personally. (Eliot, 269) 
Whilst Gwendolen’s intention is to do as she likes within marriage, Grandcourt intends 
to marry Gwendolen to prevent her from doing as she likes and treat her as an inferior. 
Thus, whereas love is only marginal for Grandcourt, command and mastery is 
paramount and his chief motive for matrimony. Machann describes Grandcourt as 
“cold”, “sadistic”, “empty inside”, “bored with life and oblivious to intellectual or 
emotional stimulation” and “obsessed with his social status and his property”. 
(Machann, 333)120  
Apart from being framed within the economical discourse, the mercenary marriage 
motives of the protagonists in Phineas Finn are also driven by the desire for political 
and social establishment and recognition. Lady Laura’s motives for marrying Mr. 
Kennedy are of both a political and economical nature. Having given all her fortune to 
her profligate brother Lord Chiltern, she realises that she must marry a wealthy man if 
she does not want to remain dependent on her father. Although Laura loves Phineas 
Finn, she accepts Mr. Kennedy. The latter is rich and politically acknowledged, whereas 
Finn lacks money and social prestige. When Finn proposes to Laura, she explains her 
reasons for intending to marry Kennedy and why a marriage with Finn appears to be no 
option for her. 
It is not a week since we told each other, you to me and I to you, that we were 
both poor, - both without other means than those which come to us from our 
fathers. You will make your way; will make it surely; but how at present could 
you marry any woman unless she had money of her own? For me, - like so many 
other girls, it was necessary that I should stay at home or marry [someone] rich 
enough to dispense with fortune in a wife. The man whom in all the world I 
think the best has asked me to share everything with him; - and I have thought it 
wise to accept his offer. (Trollope, Phineas, I, 138)  
 
This statement makes Laura’s standpoint clear regarding her relationship to Finn and 
her marriage motives with Kennedy. She pursues a financially advantageous union, 
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which would not be possible with Finn, who himself is still economically dependent on 
his father. Besides, Kennedy has established a considerable reputation within politics. 
Thus Laura confesses to her best friend Violet: “I have married for what you call 
position. My husband is very rich, and a Cabinet Minister, and will probably be a peer. 
And he was willing to marry me at a time when I had not a shilling of my own.” 
(Trollope, Phineas, II, 67) Dougherty refers to the relation of Laura’s interest in politics 
and her motives for marrying Kennedy and states that “Laura marries Kennedy ‘as the 
only outlet for her energy’ and her desire to be involved in politics”. (Dougherty, Angel 
in the House, 138) Finn recognises that Laura aims at an advantageous marriage in 
which love does not play a significant role at all.  
He thought it might be possible for a girl who would confess, or seem to confess, 
that love should be everything. But it could hardly be possible for a woman who 
looked at the world almost as a man looked at it, - as an oyster to be opened with 
such weapon as she could find ready to her hand. Lady Laura professed to have a 
care for all the affairs of the world. She loved politics, and could talk of social 
science, and had broad ideas about religion, and was devoted to certain 
educational views. Such a woman would feel that wealth was necessary to her, 
and would be willing, for the sake of wealth, to put up with a husband without 
romance. (Trollope, Phineas, I, 120) 
 
Finn’s marriage motives are similar to those of Laura. He is looking for a nice English 
woman with money, to further and support his political career. He does not possess any 
fortune of his own and, considering his passion for politics, it suggests itself that he 
marries a rich gentlewoman who is also somehow involved in politics. Thus, he 
contemplates a possible union not only with Laura, but also with Violet and Madame 
Max Goesler, who are both wealthy and politically influential. 
Simply as an introduction into official life nothing could be more conducive to 
chances of success than a matrimonial alliance with Lady Laura. [...] [Loving] 
her as he did, and resolving that in spite of all difficulties she should become his 
wife, there could be no reason why he should not, on her account as well as on 
his own, take advantage of any circumstances that there might be in his favour. 
(Trollope, Phineas, I, 39) 
He, too, might marry money. Violet Effingham had money; quite enough to 
make him independent were he married to her. And Madame Goesler had 
money; plenty of money. But he would sooner go back to the Bar as the lowest 
pupil, sooner clean boots for barristers, so he told himself, than marry a woman 
simply because she had money, than marry any other woman as long as there 
was a chance that Violet might be won. But it was very desirable that he should 
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know whether Violet might be won or not. It was now July, and everybody 
would be gone in another month. Before August would be over he was to start 
for Ireland with Mr. Monk, and he knew that words would be spoken in Ireland 
which might make it indispensable for him to be, at any rate, able to throw up his 
office. In these days he became more anxious than he used to be about Miss 
Effingham’s fortune. (Trollope, Phineas, II 230) 
Fortune and political interest are quite obviously factors which play an important role 
for Finn in his pursuit of matrimony. However, unlike Laura, Finn would only marry 
advantageously if he also loved a woman. This mirrors Trollope’s attitude towards the 
subject of love in his novels. He claims that it is an essential theme, and therefore never 
excludes it from his novels.121 In declining Madame Max Goesler, Finn proves that 
fortune and prestige are not his prime interests, and that he believes love to be an 
important precondition for marriage.        
  Dougherty also refers to the connection of politics and masculinity in the 
context of matrimony . Calling politics “the most manly of professions”, Trollope 
associated it with “independence as man.” (Dougherty, Man of the House, 159) 
“Phineas seeks a wife with more than the usual zeal because he has established a 
marriage contract, rather than a social contract, with his party, one which limits his 
masculine independence.” (Dougherty, Man of the House, 162) Marrying a rich 
Englishwoman would make his masculine independence possible.122 However, 
according to Dougherty, Finn also intends to marry a woman who is submissive and 
thus enables him to “establish his male sex-right in the private realm.” (Dougherty, 
Angel in the House, 138) Laura’s, Violet’s and even Max Goesler’s proximity to the 
masculine world of politics and civil sphere make them less feminine and thus less 
submissive characters. Marrying his childhood sweetheart, Mary Flood Jones, whom he 
loves and who is also a rather submissive woman, ensures “Phineas’s achievement of 
male sex-right”. (Dougherty, Angel in the House, 142) 
According to Lindner the portrayal of mercenary marriages in Phineas Finn can also be 
read as a critical exploration of the marriage market in the context of the “competitive 
market economy in the wake of the industrial revolution”. (Lindner, 343) Lindner 
claims that “Trollope explores the congruencies between capitalist economy and 
society” in presenting “social, sexual, and political relations, centred on the twin 
concept of profit and exchange, in terms of economic transactions.” (Lindner, 343) He 
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compares women to commodities and thus states that “wooing and wedding [...] support 
a social economy in which women supply what men demand.” (Lindner, 344) Vice 
versa, men supply what women demand, namely protection, economical security and 
social status. In the depiction of the unhappy union of Laura and Kennedy, Trollope 
illustrates the consequences of mercenary marriage motives. “Laura Standish [...] [is] a 
character of many admirable qualities, but tainted by the vice of mercenary ambition” 
she gets “unequivocally punished”.123 (Hagan, 10) Marriages as discussed in this 
subchapter, demonstrate what Calder claims, namely that “money and marriage [could 
not] be separated” in the nineteenth century. (Calder, 25)124 
 
3.1.3. A Question of Culture and Social Background125 
 
Next to love, cultural and social compatibility are important factors with regard to 
marriage in the novels. Considering the social and cultural background of some of the 
books’ characters, it becomes obvious that these aspects also play a crucial role when it 
comes to the appropriate selection of a partner. The marital motives which shall be 
discussed in this section are primarily concerned with the question of cultural belonging 
and the question of class membership.      
 Phineas Finn represents both, a marriage influenced by culture and by class. 
Writing his novel in response to the “political development” in Ireland, Trollope argues 
in favour of the continuing union between Great Britain and Ireland. As an Irishman, 
Finn’s intended marriage with an Englishwoman, such as Laura, Violet or Madame 
Max Goesler, was to represent the national marriage between Ireland and England. 
However, he fails to marry an Englishwoman and thus, failing to assimilate into 
“England’s House”, he returns to Ireland and marries the Irish girl Mary Flood Jones. 
(Dougherty, Man of the House, 158) Besides, his “Irish birth and Irish connection had 
brought [the] misfortune of his country so closely home to him that he had found the 
task of extricating himself from it to be impossible.” (Trollope, Phineas, II, 340) He 
returns to his roots and complements this with an Irish wedding and a job in the Irish 
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parliament. According to Dougherty, “[Marriage] to Mary is the only endogamous 
marriage Phineas can make.” (Dougherty, Man of the House, 165) Although a marriage 
with an Englishwoman would have symbolised the marriage connection between 
England and Ireland, it also would have contributed to Finn’s loss of his Irish identity. 
In returning to his homeland and marrying an Irishwoman, Finn does not only remain 
true to his Irish background, but he is also able to assert his masculine superiority.126 
Dougherty addresses the issue of masculinity and femininity in connection to 
nationality. Whilst Ireland is associated with femininity, Britain is linked to masculinity. 
Women like Violet or Laura are both associated with the political realm and thus with 
masculinity in contrast to Mary, who is “the most feminine woman in the text.” 
(Dougherty, Angel in the House, 139) 
 
‘[Being] in love with Mary offers opportunities for unconditional love, for 
almost slavish devotion, for nearly absolute power over another,’ something 
clearly not offered Phineas’s English loves [...]. Mary’s femininity is reinforced 
by her ethnicity, while the [masculinised] ethnicity of the female Britons often 
conflicts with the feminine roles they must assume. (Dougherty, Angel in the 
House, 139) 
 
Mary’s femininity, which is related to her ethnicity, drags Phineas back to Ireland and 
makes him marry the girl. Besides her ethnicity, Mary also comes from a middle-class 
background, just like Finn does. Especially in the Victorian Era, people tended to marry 
within their own social classes. Although marriages of aristocrats with middle-class 
heiresses were not unusual, marital unions between aristocratic women and middle-class 
men were. This was because married women took on the status of their husbands. 
Accordingly, an aristocratic woman, who had married a middle-class man, would have 
declined in social status. Therefore, women from the better classes tended to marry 
within their own social classes rather than entering into marriage with a man, who had a 
lower social status.  Thus, Finn’s intention to marry either Laura, Violet or Madame 
Goesler, perhaps does not materialise because all three women have an upper-class 
status, whereas he does not. Since the middle classes allotted separate spheres for men 
and women, which contributed to the submission of the latter, Finn’s search for a 
submissive wife is also dependent on her social background. Although Trollope 
considered social mobility generally as a good thing, he did not approve of it if it was 
“hastened prematurely or too consciously”. For Trollope “class distinctions [were] still 
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necessary”. (Hagan, 10/11)       
 Likewise, besides Kennedy’s political standing, his social background is a 
crucial factor for Laura in her decision to marry him rather than Phineas. Finn has not 
yet succeeded in his political career and, in addition, has got a lower class status 
compared to Laura, who does not only seem to seek political influence, but also 
maintenance of her social status. 
[In] marrying Mr. Kennedy she had maintained herself in her high position, 
among the first of her own people, among the first socially and among the first 
politically. But had she married Phineas, [...] there would have been a great 
descent. She could not have entertained the leading men of her party. She would 
not have been on a level with the wives and daughters of Cabinet Ministers. She 
might, indeed, have remained unmarried. (Trollope, Phineas, II, 157) 
Another union which seems to be influenced by cultural origin, is the one of Daniel 
Deronda and Mirah. Throughout the whole novel, Daniel searches for his true identity 
and when he is finally told by his mother that he is Jewish, he marries the Jewish girl 
Mirah in the end. Since Deronda is desperately trying to find out about his ancestry and 
wants to adapt to his culture, it suggests itself that his marriage with a Jew enabled him 
to do so. “In other words, Mirah, completed by her theological brother Mordecai127, 
gives concrete shape to what had hitherto been a vague yearning.” (Sabiston, 161) In 
this sense, the final union of Mirah and Daniel represents a sort of end to his search for 
his real identity and the denomination to his people.  
 
 
 
 
                                                            
127 Mirah’s brother Mordecai teaches Deronda a lot about the Jewish culture and traditions. 
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3.2. High Expectations and Big Disappointments 
 
Not all characters pursue the same motives as their partners. This leads to clashing 
expectations within marriage and consequently to marital disappointment. All three 
novels illustrate this problem. “Poor Gwendolen” for instance “had no awe of 
unmanageable forces in the state of matrimony, but regarded it as altogether a matter of 
management, in which she would know how to react.” (Eliot, 265) However, the 
opposite is the case, when she finds herself imprisoned within her marriage to the 
imperious Mr. Grandcourt. This shows that marriage expectations cannot always be met 
with and can inevitably lead to disappointment and unhappiness within matrimony. In 
order to analyse how the individual couples experience marital disappointment, a closer 
look into their daily routines is necessary. 
 
3.2.1. Daily Routine of the Married Couples – Irritations and 
Conflicts 
 
Analysing the daily routine of married couples and couples who are about to get 
married, it becomes obvious that the origin of matrimonial conflicts is not always 
explicitly addressed in the novels. Although most marriage scenes which illustrate 
matrimonial conflicts are laid open to the reader, some are not apparent. In general, the 
everyday life of husband and wife reveals a lot about the nature of marital conflicts and 
unhappiness within marriage. These conflicts are based on various issues, such as 
character incompatibility, the division into the domestic and public spheres, oppression, 
extramarital love, resistance to matrimonial obligations and self-deception. All these 
issues, which also play a role within the daily routine of some of the novels’ married 
couples, do not remain without consequences as they result in marital disappointment. 
Accordingly, the characters either put up with their marital situations, break out of it or 
they face an unhappy marital future.  
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3.2.1.1. Character Incompatibility128 
 
Some of the novels’ characters find out that they are not compatible with their partners 
only after the wedding. There are several reasons for this. In the nineteenth century, 
future spouses often had no chance to get to know each other properly. Proposals were 
often made and accepted too hastily and people imprudently rushed into marriages. 
Besides, boyfriend-girlfriend relationships were unacceptable at the time and thus 
matrimony was a requirement for couples to be together.129 Several marriages in the 
three novels to be treated are based on such premises and only when already married do 
the partners realise that they are incompatible.  
In Gill and Gregory it is pointed out that marriage in Pride and Prejudice is not so much 
meant as a “reconciliation of opposites, but as a marriage of complementaries”. (Gill 
and Gregory, 142) This statement suggests that even though the protagonists may have 
different character traits, they complement each other. However, this is not the case with 
all of Austen’s characters - some are simply incompatible. When it comes to character 
incompatibility, Mr. and Mrs. Bennet serve as a good example for disappointed 
marriage expectations. Their marital motives are not only imprudent, but they also 
result in an inharmonious union. Mr. Bennet especially realises that he married his wife 
for the wrong motives. 
[Captivated] by youth and beauty, and that appearance of good humour, which 
youth and beauty generally give, had married a woman whose weak 
understanding and illiberal mind, had very early in their marriage put an end to 
all real affection for her. Respect, esteem, and confidence had vanished forever; 
and all his views of domestic happiness were overthrown. (Austen, 228) 
 
Clearly, Mr. Bennet is not content with his situation within marriage. Compared to his 
wife, he “does not lack intelligence or an understanding of human nature”. (Teachman, 
10)  Mrs. Bennet, on the other hand, is foolish, superficial and “a woman of mean 
understanding, little information, and uncertain temper.” (Austen, 7) That Mr. Bennet 
would wish his wife to be more intelligent and perhaps more strong-willed, is suggested 
by his preference for Elizabeth, who is the most independent character in the novel. 
Although Mr. Bennet does not approve of his wife’s character, he does not attempt to 
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alter his wife and his marital situation in general. Instead, he withdraws into his study, 
“whenever life gets too uncomfortable for him.” (Teachman, 10) That their mutual 
esteem and respect was lost within their marriage becomes particularly obvious in the 
way they communicate with each other. 
[‘]You take delight in vexing me. You have no compassion on my poor nerves.’  
‘You mistake me, my dear. I have a high respect for your nerves. They are my 
old friends. I have heard you mention them with consideration these twenty 
years at least.’ ‘Ah! you don’t know what I suffer.’ [...] Mr. Bennet was so odd a 
mixture of quick parts, sarcastic humour, reserve, and caprice, that the 
experience of three and twenty years had been insufficient to make his wife 
understand his character. (Austen, 7) 
 
Mutual understanding seems to be inexistent within their marriage. Whilst Mrs. Bennet 
cannot comprehend her husband’s lack of interest in the marital affairs of their 
daughters, he ridicules his wife’s desperate attempts to have the girls well married. 
Their unstable relationship, accompanied by cynicism of the husband and by simplicity 
and incomprehensiveness of the wife, is laid open to the reader at the very beginning of 
the novel. The story opens with an argument of the couple about whether or not Mr. 
Bennet is to visit Mr. Bingley in order to put in a good word for his marriageable 
daughters. 
‘My dear Mr. Bennet,’ replied his wife, ‘how can you be so tiresome! You must 
know that I am thinking of marrying one of them.’ ‘Is that his design in settling 
here?’ ‘Design! Nonsense, how can you talk so! But it is very likely that he may 
fall in love with one of them, and therefore you must visit him as soon as he 
comes.’ ‘I see no occasion for that. You and the girls may go, or you may send 
them by themselves, which perhaps will be still better, for as you are as 
handsome as any of them, Mr. Bingley might like you the best of the party.’ 
(Austen, 6) 
 
Mr. Bennet’s last statement is not meant as a compliment to his wife, but bears a 
sarcastic undertone. He seems to find pleasure in teasing his wife. However, behind this 
sarcastic and teasing mask, Mr. Bennet appears to be a dissatisfied and unhappy man, 
who regrets about having entered into marriage imprudently. When he disappears in his 
study Gill and Gregory suggest that he seeks consolation for his morally and legally 
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irreversible conjugal life.130 After another argument with his wife about Collins’ 
proposal to Elizabeth, he sarcastically requests two favours from his wife: “First, that 
you will allow me the free use of my understanding on the present occasion; and 
secondly, of my room. I shall be glad to have the library to myself as soon as may be.” 
(Austen, 110) The disengagement from his fatherly and conjugal responsibilities, as 
well as his mockery, are suggested by Tanner to be the result of his marital misery. 
(Tanner, 389) 
Likewise Mrs. Bennet is unhappy, feeling misunderstood by her husband. Making the 
marriage of her daughters the major pursuit in her life Mrs. Bennet, too, seems to seek 
distraction from the discontentment and frustration of her own marriage. She is 
constantly disappointed by the disrespectful behaviour of her husband towards her and 
cannot account for his attitude. Therefore, she is astonished when Mr. Bennet 
contradicts her wish that Elizabeth should accept Mr. Collins’ proposal. The refusal of 
Collins’ marriage offer probably spared Elizabeth an unhappy marital future, as their 
expectations and characters are incompatible. Discussing this subject with Elizabeth, 
Mr. Bennet states: 
‘[...] Your mother insists upon your accepting it. Is not it so, Mrs. Bennet?’ ‘Yes, 
or I will never see her again.’ ‘An unhappy alternative is before you, Elizabeth. 
From this day you must be a stranger to one of your parents. – Your mother will 
never see you again if you do not marry Mr. Collins, and I will never see you 
again if you do.’ [...] Mrs. Bennet, who had persuaded herself that her husband 
regarded the affair as she wished, was excessively disappointed. (Austen, 110) 
 
Mr. and Mrs. Bennet do not only encounter contradiction and ignorance when it comes 
to interfering with their daughters’ marital affairs but also within their own marriage. 
The reason why they fail to come to terms with each other is, thus, due to their character 
incompatibility. Consequently, they both face disappointment after the wedding when 
they learn about each others’ characters and that they do not match. 
Also the union of Lydia Bennet and Mr. Wickham is suggested to be an unhappy one on 
the penultimate page of the novel. Their marriage is entered into too hastily and 
inconsiderately, especially by Lydia. When the newly-weds return to Lydia’s parents’ 
home, she talks about her husband in a completely blindfolded manner: “‘Well, 
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mamma,’ said [Lydia] [...] ‘and what do you think of my husband? Is not he a charming 
man? I am sure my sisters must all envy me. I only hope they may have half my good 
luck [...]’” (Austen, 300) Ironically, Mr. Wickham is the complete opposite of how his 
wife describes him. The young Mrs. Wickham basically marries a stranger. In fact, the 
spouses hardly know each other. Once they get to know each other better, they will 
probably realise that their characters are incompatible. Whilst Wickham is a selfish and 
greedy character, Lydia is foolish and imprudent. Whether Lydia will grow happy with 
a selfish husband and Wickham with a foolish wife is highly doubtful. 
Although Charlotte Lucas and Mr. Collins are not among the happily married couples, 
they are not incompatible. Both marry in order to conform to social norms. Neither of 
them has any specific character traits or expectations regarding their marriage, which 
the other one could not deal with. Overall, Collins is merely happy to have found a 
decent wife to introduce to his patroness Lady Catherine, as Charlotte is glad that she 
does not have to face a future as a spinster and has found someone who supports her 
financially. Thus, the characters come to terms with each other and although they will 
not experience marital bliss, as their relationship lacks any love and passion, they at 
least are content. 
The issue of character incompatibility also plays a role in the dissatisfactory partnership 
of Mr. and Mrs. Kennedy. However, in contrast to the Bennets, Lady Laura differs in 
her personality from Mrs. Bennet, just like Mr. Kennedy differs from Mr. Bennet. As 
mentioned before, Mrs. Bennet lacks intelligence and common sense and is altogether 
foolish and superficial, to the great annoyance of Mr. Bennet. In contrast, the better-
educated Lady Laura is smart and independent and her primary concern focuses on 
politics rather than on activities which Mr. Bennet would call foolish. Mrs. Bennet does 
not have any such intellectual interests, but spends most of her time searching for 
suitable matches for her daughters. Although Laura marries Kennedy she claims not to 
be fond of marriage, as she would like to remain her own mistress.131 Her strong 
personality therefore differs from that of Mrs. Bennet who, in contrast, appears to have 
a rather weak character. Whilst Mr. Bennet would wish for a more intelligent and 
independent wife, Mr. Kennedy is unable to cope with his wife’s strong will and 
independence. Kennedy “chooses to have his own way”, which “cannot be” Laura’s. 
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“He is hard, and dry, and just132, and dispassionate, and he wishes [Laura] to be the 
same.” (Trollope, Phineas, II, 156)             
 The only interest the Kennedys share is politics. Apart from that, their 
personalities are like day and night. Mr. Kennedy, Finn discerns, is quite the opposite of 
Lady Laura: “It could not be that a woman so full of life should be willing to put up 
with a man who absolutely seemed to have no life within him.” (Trollope, Phineas, I, 
56) Unlike Laura, her husband has no friends and although he is constantly in society, 
he hardly speaks to anyone. He prefers the solitude and isolation from society in 
Loughlinter, his countryside estate. As Kennedy himself is not a very sociable person, 
he also likes his wife to socialise less with other people. However, Laura has friends 
who are important to her and enjoys having people around her.  
Before she marries Mr. Kennedy, Laura thinks him to be a worthy and respectable 
gentleman. However, within the first four months of their marriage, she becomes tired 
of her life and of her husband. Although she does not lose her esteem for Mr. Kennedy, 
she realises that she could not lead a happy partnership if she did not feel any sympathy 
for her husband. 
[No] person can live happily with another, not even with a brother or a sister or a 
friend, simply upon esteem. All the virtues in the calendar, though they exist on 
each side, will not make a man and woman happy together, unless there be 
sympathy. Lady Laura was beginning to find out that there was a lack of 
sympathy between herself and her husband. (Trollope, Phineas, I, 210) 
 
This lack of sympathy Laura has for her husband results from their character 
incompatability and consequently from the fact that Laura is unable to have her own 
way with Kennedy, who has completely different notions of what an ideal wife should 
be like.133  Laura’s strong personality clashes with Mr. Kennedy’s expectations and, 
thus, both are eventually unhappy. 
His married life had been unhappy. His wife had not submitted either to his will 
or to his ways. He had that great desire to enjoy his full rights, so strong in the 
minds of weak, ambitious men, and he had told himself that a wife’s obedience 
was one of those rights which he could not abandon without injury to his self-
esteem. (Trollope, Phineas, II, 114) 
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The fact that Laura is seriously unhappy within their marriage does not go unnoticed by 
her family and friends. Usually, marital conflicts were dealt with behind closed doors, 
as one did not want to cause rumours and harm one’s reputation. Especially Laura, 
however, cannot stay quiet about her sorrow and misery, precipitated by the 
incompatible characters of herself and her husband. 
In her misery one day Lady Laura told the whole story of her own unhappiness 
to her brother, [...] speaking more strongly perhaps than she should have done, of 
the terrible dreariness of her life at Loughlinter, and of her inability to induce her 
husband to alter it for her sake. (Trollope, Phineas, II, 155) 
 
Besides discussing her ill-fated marriage with her brother Lord Chiltern, Laura even 
confesses her domestic woe to Phineas Finn, whose proposal she declined at the 
beginning of the story. Also Lord Brentford, Laura’s father, recognises his daughter’s 
unhappy marital situation. He knows his daughter and that “she always had her own 
way in everything”. He also knows that Mr. Kennedy is “hard, [...] dry, and [...] 
exacting”, the complete opposite of Laura. (Trollope, Phineas, I, 312) 
Both, Mr. Kennedy and Lady Laura have different expectations of their life together, 
which get disappointed already within the first few months of their marriage. Had their 
characters been more compatible, they perhaps could have come to terms with each 
other. Since their marital expectations vacillate between obedience and independence, 
two incompatible imperatives, and neither Laura nor Kennedy can accept the other’s 
prospects, they remain unhappy in a seemingly desperate situation.134 
Also Violet Effingham and Lord Chiltern are two differing characters. Although they 
are not yet married, the problems and conflicts which unhappy couples encounter within 
their marriages become an issue for Violet and Chiltern already before they even get 
married. Thus it seems necessary to treat them just like the other couples.135 Even 
though Violet and Chiltern are among the happy unions in the novel they face a lot of 
troubles before Violet accepts Chiltern’s offer for the second and last time.136 
Eventually Violet and Chiltern are able to abandon all conflicts and agree on a marriage. 
                                                            
134 Solutions to the characters’ marital struggles will be discussed in chapter 3.6. 
135 C.f.: Schmutzer, 44 
136 Violet calls off her first engagement to Chiltern. 
65 
Thus, they are not really incompatible like Laura and Kennedy, whose marriage does 
not work out. In contrast to the aforementioned couples, their marriage serves as an 
example of the reconciliation of opposites. However, due to their character difference, 
they experience a long journey of doubts, quarrels and disappointment, which Kennedy 
and Laura, for example, face during their marriage.     
 Unlike Kennedy and Laura, who believe that they know who they are going to 
marry and are both disappointed in their expectations, Violet and Chiltern have known 
each other since childhood. Therefore, being aware of Chiltern’s personality, Violet 
refuses to marry him several times, even though she loves him.  
‘Did you ever know him to break his word?’ ‘I know nothing about him, my 
dear. How should I?’ ‘Do not pretend to be ignorant and meek Violet. You do 
know him, much better than most girls know the men they marry. You have 
known him, more or less intimately, all your life.’ (Trollope, Phineas, I, 92) 
 
Discussing her potential marriage to Chiltern with Laura, Violet denies that she loves 
him. She is afraid to admit her true feelings for Chiltern, as she is afraid to enter into 
marriage with him and face disappointment. Violet claims not to know Chiltern, but in 
fact she has known him very well since her childhood. This knowledge of his character, 
with which she is indeed familiar, prevents her from entering into the marriage contract 
with him. Chiltern is a wild, rough man and his appearance “[imparts] a certain look of 
ferocity to him, which [is] apt to make men afraid of him at first sight.” (Trollope, 
Phineas, I, 98) After wasting all his money in horse betting and gambling, his father 
breaks the tie with his son. Violet is very fond of Chiltern’s father, Lord Brentford, and 
thus not very happy with the situation between father and son. Moreover, Chiltern likes 
to drink and tends to commit stupid actions as a result of his drinking habit. For 
instance, being drunk in Oxford, he is said to have once nearly strangled a man and 
consequently been expelled. His violent behaviour also does not make him flinch from 
shooting at Phineas, who, too, intends to court Violet. The latter feels intimidated by 
Chiltern’s irresponsible and violent actions and therefore cannot accept him at first. 
Contrary to Chiltern, Violet is gentle, noble and responsible. Behind her indifferent 
behaviour and accusations towards Chiltern, Violet aims at protecting herself from any 
disappointment she could encounter, if she gives reign to her hidden feelings. 
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 ‘I did not mean to be uncomplimentary. Take any of the dangerous wild beasts 
you please. I merely intend to point out that he is a dangerous wild beast. I 
daresay he is noble-minded, and I will call him a lion if you like it better. But 
even with a lion there is a risk.’ ‘Of course there will be a risk. There is a risk 
with every man, unless you will be contented with the prig you described. Of 
course there would be a risk with my brother.’ (Trollope, Phineas, I, 96/97) 
 
Violet sees a marriage to Chiltern as a risk, as his character is too wild for her less 
violent personality.137 Ironically her friend Laura emphasises the risk with every man. 
That her marriage with Kennedy represents a greater risk than Violet’s and Chiltern’s, 
since they hardly know each other, becomes obvious when Laura experiences the first 
few months of her married life. Whereas Laura and Kennedy find out that their 
characters are incompatible only after the wedding, Violet is aware of the wide 
difference in character between herself and Chiltern beforehand. After cancelling their 
first engagement, Violet tells Chiltern: “As we think so differently about life in general, 
it was better that we should not be married.” (Trollope, Phineas, II, 324) However, the 
two also have some character traits in common: both are headstrong and masterful. In 
order to come to an arrangement within their relationship, Chiltern has to undergo a 
significant change in character to be accepted by Violet. Likewise, Violet has to stop 
being afraid of any risks with Chiltern and focus more on his good qualities in order to 
give her feelings full reign. Similarly, also “Elizabeth and Darcy have to undergo 
changes in heart and opinion to be compatible”. (Sherry, 609) Violet does not express 
her love and devotion to Chiltern and acceptance of him, until she is sure of his will to 
change for her sake. 
Daniel Deronda portrays the unhappy union of Gwendolen and Mr. Grandcourt. Both 
are selfish and ignorant characters and one must assume that they should make a perfect 
match. Although Grandcourt and Gwendolen are very much like each other, they are an 
incompatible couple. Like Violet and Chiltern, Grandcourt and Gwendolen are also both 
headstrong and masterful. This becomes a big issue within their marriage as both strive 
for mastery, but there can always be only one master. As a woman, Gwendolen is of the 
weaker sex. Therefore, she is subject to Grandcourt and has to submit to his rules. Even 
though the reader gets the impression of Gwendolen remaining demanding and self-
confident also within marriage, she becomes completely submissive.138 Consequently, 
                                                            
137 Violet refers to herself as violent. See Trollope, Phineas, II, 307. 
138 Chapter 3.2.1.3 will focus on the prevailing forms of oppression and submission within matrimony. 
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Gwendolen grows frustrated and unhappy, since her expectations to enjoy freedom 
within marriage and master her husband are not met. Gwendolen’s suppressed desire for 
mastery and Grandcourt’s actual assertion of it do not match. Accordingly, even though, 
or better because, they share the same intentions, their characters are incompatible. 
However, the spouses also contradict each other in one aspect. Like Kennedy 
Grandcourt is a rather introverted character who does not relish social contacts too 
much. Gwendolen, on the other hand, enjoys participating in archery meetings, dinner 
parties and social gatherings in general. In particular she enjoys the company of Daniel 
Deronda, which will be touched upon in chapter 3.2.1.4.      
 Sherry addresses this issue of sociability and seems to suggest that one has to 
socialise with other people in order to be understood and learn to understand others.139 
Generally, none of Trollope’s characters is certain about “what is going on in another 
person’s mind” and, thus, unable to understand the other. (Swingle, 60) Both 
Grandcourt and Kennedy fail in terms of sociability and consequently in their marriage.  
The aim of this chapter was to analyse the ways in which the characters in each novel 
are incompatible. What becomes apparent is that the characters do not necessarily have 
to differ in their attitudes and expectations in order to be incompatible, but they can also 
share the same intentions and prospects yet still be unhappy within marriage. Regarding 
the unions of Mr. and Mrs. Kennedy and Mr. and Mrs. Grandcourt, the women are 
expected to adapt to the men’s characters and not vice versa. 
What woman should be? Sir, consult the taste [of] marriageable men. This 
planet’s store [in] iron, cotton, wool, or chemicals – All matter rendered to our 
plastic skill, [is] wrought in shapes responsive to demand: The market’s pulse 
makes index high or low, [by] rule sublime. Our daughters must be wives, [and] 
to be wives must be what men will choose: Men’s taste is woman’s test. (Eliot, 
84) 
 
 
 
                                                            
139 C.f. Sherry, 620 
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3.2.1.2. Separate Spheres140 
 
The consequences of the division of men and women into separate spheres have been 
the main concern of chapter 2.1.3. In how far this division contributes to some of the 
novels’ characters’ personal discontentment and disappointment, will be the primary 
focus of this chapter. What will become obvious is that the consequences of the 
separation into private and public spheres seem to be more severe for the female than 
for the male characters. Moreover, the ideology of separate spheres does not actually 
apply to Phineas Finn, which mainly portrays upper-class life. However, since Mr. 
Kennedy prefers his wife to be less active and more passively submissive – not to 
mention Mrs. Kennedy’s sufferings under her husband’s conservative sentiments – their 
union will be addressed in this context.  
Prior to the marriage of Kennedy and Laura, the latter moves freely within the public 
domain, participates in political discussions and enjoys visiting and being visited at any 
time.  After her wedding with Kennedy, Laura’s life becomes dreary. Usually, married 
upper-class women were less restricted in everyday life compared to middle-class 
wives. However, this is not the case for Laura. Kennedy would like his wife to be less 
involved in politics, receive fewer visits and spend altogether more time at home than in 
public. In fact, he desires a wife who would submit to all his wishes and requirements. 
If it was up to Kennedy, he would confine Laura to the private sphere and have her act 
like an Angel in the House. However, this is a middle-class ideal. As mentioned above, 
as an upper-class woman Laura is granted more freedom within the public domain and, 
in general, she is not designed to be imprisoned in her home and within her marriage. 
Talking to Phineas she remarks: “I envy you men your clubs more than I do the House; 
though I feel that a woman’s life is only half a life, as she cannot have a seat in 
Parliament.” (Trollope, Phineas, I, 58) Thus, because of her independent spirit and 
interest in manly affairs, Laura is not content with her role as a wife who is expected to 
obey her husband and stay at home. Moreover, Kennedy’s preference for strict 
regulations contributes to Laura’s misery within the private sphere.  
Mr. Kennedy, though he was a most scrupulously attentive member of 
Parliament, was a man very punctual to hours and rules in his own house, and 
liked that his wife should be as punctual as himself. Lady Laura, who in 
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marrying him had firmly resolved that she would do her duty to him in all ways, 
even though the ways might sometimes be painful, [...] was not perhaps quite so 
fond of accurate regularity as her husband; and thus, by this time, certain habits 
of his had become rather bonds than habits to her. (Trollope, Phineas, I, 207) 
 
Punctuality, prayers at nine in the morning and breakfast at quarter past nine sharp are 
only a few domestic rules. Besides joining Kennedy to church twice a week, Laura is 
also expected to read literature which her husband recommends and avoid reading 
novels altogether on Sundays. When she violates this rule, Kennedy is anything but 
pleased. 
‘I shall be obliged and grateful if you will remember what I said.’ Then he left 
her, and she sat alone, first in the dusk and then in the dark, for two hours, doing 
nothing. Was this to be the life which she had procured for herself by marrying 
Mr. Kennedy of Loughlinter? It was harsh and unendurable in London, what 
would it be in the country? (Trollope, Phineas, I, 212) 
 
Sundays are sacred for Kennedy and therefore he wishes no guests in his home, but 
undisturbed evening dinners with his wife. On Sunday mornings, Laura is allowed to 
assist her husband in his work, but she soon grows tired of his orders as she does not 
find them intellectually challenging enough. 
Lady Laura wanted to meddle with high politics, to discuss reform bills, to assist 
in putting up Mr. This and putting down my Lord That. Why should she waste 
her time in doing that which the lad in the next room, who was called a private 
secretary, could do as well? (Trollope, Phineas, I, 209) 
 
Whilst those two hours of assisting her husband on Sunday mornings become 
wearisome for Laura141, she also starts to become tired of her life with Kennedy. She 
feels kept like a prisoner in their home and, beyond that is allowed to receive visits only 
at certain days and hours. Having expected her marriage to turn out completely 
differently, Laura faces marital disappointment, boredom and consequently 
unhappiness. Mr. Kennedy is similarly disappointed when he discovers the reasons for 
his wife’s headaches. 
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[His] happiness was to consist in such hours as these which seemed to inflict 
upon his wife the penalty of a continual headache. A shadow of the truth came 
upon him. What if his wife did not like living quietly at home as the mistress of 
her husband’s house? What if a headache was always to be the result of a simple 
performance of domestic duties? (Trollope, Phineas, I, 308) 
 
In failing to turn his wife into a submissive woman, who is content with staying at home 
and receiving her husband cordially when he returns home from work, Kennedy also 
fails to maintain his male dominance.142 Seeking freedom within marriage, Laura 
cannot accept remaining at home in order to please her husband. The frustration Laura 
faces within her unhappy marriage also draws her closer to Finn.143 Being bored most of 
the time, she develops a strong interest in supporting Finn in his political ambitions. 
“She had become so eager for his success, for a while scorning to conceal her feeling, 
that her husband had unconsciously begun to entertain a dislike to her eagerness.”144 
(Trollope, Phineas, I, 248) As Laura already started supporting Finn before she entered 
into matrimony with Kennedy, she feels justified to continue her mission to assist Finn 
with becoming a successful politician even if her husband does not approve of it. Doing 
so, she feels occupied and is able to forget about her unhappy life with Mr. Kennedy for 
a while.           
 In marrying Kennedy, Laura hopes to maintain her independence and continue 
doing whatever pleases her. She even thinks that this marriage would enable her to be 
more politically active. However, to be active is something associated with the 
masculine world. Since Kennedy wishes his wife to play the role of the submissive and 
obedient Angel in the House, she is expected to act rather passively. As mentioned 
before, the division between private and public realm usually was associated with the 
nineteenth-century middle classes. However, the ascription of men as being active and 
women, as the weaker sex, being passive members of society and thus better off at 
home, was originally meant to apply to all men and women. Lower-class women, for 
example, were still considered as weak compared to men, although they often were as 
active as their husbands, fathers or brothers when it came to work. Whatever class a 
man or a woman belonged to, the woman was considered as weak compared to the man, 
who was described as the stronger sex. Nevertheless, the division into the separate 
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143 See also Dougherty, Angel in the House, 137 
144 The issue of jealousy in the context of extramerital love will be analysed in more detail in chapter 
3.2.1.5. 
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spheres is a middle-class phenomenon and thus it is not apparent in its original sense in 
the novel. Laura does not stay at home and manage the household or childcare. 
Moreover, she still engages in political affairs when she supports Phineas, which would 
have been completely inappropriate for a middle-class wife. But besides the fact that the 
ideology of the separate spheres is associated with the middle class, Laura feels 
excluded from the active public world. Discussing her life with Finn, Laura notices that 
her expectations have been disappointed. 
[‘]You told me then that you were going to marry Mr. Kennedy. How much has 
happened since then!’ ‘Much indeed! Enough for a whole lifetime. And yet how 
slow the time has gone!’ ‘I do not think it has been slow with me,’ said Phineas. 
‘No; you have been active. You have had your hands full of work. I am 
beginning to think that it is a great curse to have been born a woman.’ ‘And yet I 
have heard you say that a woman may do as much as a man.’ ‘That was before I 
had learned my lesson properly. I know better than that now. Oh dear! I have no 
doubt it is all for the best as it is, but I have a kind of wish that I might be 
allowed to go out and milk the cows.’ (Trollope, Phineas, I, 301) 
 
For Laura, the time does not seem to pass, which is due to the dullness of her married 
life. “She had married a rich man in order that she might be able to do something in the 
world; and now that she was this rich man’s wife she found that she could do nothing.” 
(Dougherty, Angel in the House, 139)  Laura “chafes at her confinement to the private 
sphere” and in trying to bring the House into her home, she causes major marital 
conflicts.145 (Dougherty, Angel in the House, 139) Laura’s discontentment does not 
remain unnoticed by her husband, who “thought it to be quite enough for her to sit at 
home and look after his welfare.” (Trollope, Phineas, I, 304) Since Kennedy would 
have wished for a more submissive wife, which Laura cannot be, he is equally 
disappointed and unhappy within their marriage. 
Like Laura, Gwendolen Harleth has already been identified as a self-confident and 
independence-seeking woman who likes to do as she pleases. She confidently claims 
that if she were to marry, it would be for freedom and not for being restrained within 
marriage. She wants to be different from other women and dreads to lead a life like 
ordinary women. In her opinion all married women are bored and dull. This is due to 
their confinement to the private sphere and to the subjection to their husbands. Talking 
about marriage with her mother, Gwendolen argues the following: 
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‘Well, but what is the use of my being charming, if it is to end in my being dull 
and not minding anything? Is that what marriage always comes to?’ ‘No, child, 
certainly not. Marriage is the only happy state for a woman, as I trust you will 
prove.’ ‘I will not put up with it if it is not a happy state. I am determined to be 
happy – at least not to go on muddling away my life as other people do, being 
and doing nothing remarkable. I have made up my mind not to let other people 
interfere with me as they have done. (Eliot, 22) 
 
However, shortly after her wedding with Grandcourt, she realises that her options are 
limited as the wife of an oppressive husband. As soon as she is married to Grandcourt, 
he attempts to withdraw her from society. As a result, she hardly gets to see her beloved 
mother anymore, who Grandcourt intends to keep away from their home. Gwendolen 
suffers from the absence of her mother and of social company in general, another aspect 
which contributes to her unhappiness. Ironically, prior to their marriage, Grandcourt 
argues that to end a woman’s boredom she must marry.146 Unable to act independently 
and being separated from her family after the wedding, Gwendolen experiences 
isolation and tedium. She has no responsibilities to “mark off intervals of her boring 
life.” (Sabiston, 177) Her everyday life appears to become that of a housewife. She 
takes up needlework, which she has “always disliked”147, “develops an absent-minded 
acquaintance with her new furniture” and is preoccupied with thoughts of Daniel 
Deronda.148 (Sabiston, 177) 
Her mother’s dullness, which used to irritate her, she was at present inclined to 
explain as the ordinary result of women’s experience. By-and-by she promised 
herself that she should get used to her heart-sores, and find excitements that 
would carry her through life[.] [...] There was gambling: she had heard stories at 
Leubronn of fashionable women who gambled in all sorts of ways. It seemed 
very flat to her at this distance, but perhaps if she began to gamble again, the 
passion might awake. Then there was the pleasure of producing an effect by her 
appearance in society: what did celebrated beauties do in town when their 
husbands could afford display? All men were fascinated by them: they had a 
perfect equipage and toilet, walked into public places, and bowed, and made the 
usual answers, and walked out again: perhaps they bought china and practised 
accomplishments. If she could only feel a keen appetite for those pleasures! 
(Eliot, 367/368) 
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The above passage illustrates the options available to a married Victorian middle-class 
woman such as Gwendolen. Additionally, Gwendolen is unable to come to terms with 
the few available options to occupy her free time with. When she intends to make 
herself accomplished with singing and Grandcourt wants to know why, she replies 
sarcastically: “because I can’t eat paté de foie gras to make me sleepy, and I can’t 
smoke, and I can’t go to the club to make me like to come away again – I want a variety 
of ennui.” (Eliot, 502) This variety of ennui, to which Gwendolen refers, is not available 
in her private domain. Her appearances in public become rare and when she leaves her 
home to visit her relatives, Grandcourt is already waiting to pick up his wife. Whenever 
she moves within the public sphere she is thus accompanied by her husband, whom she 
is expected to represent decently. 
The May weeks went on into June, and still Mrs. Grandcourt was outwardly in 
the same place, presenting herself as she was expected to do in the accustomed 
scenes, with the accustomed grace, beauty, and costume; from church at one end 
of the week, through all the scale of desirable receptions, to opera at the other. 
(Eliot, 516) 
 
Gwendolen is supposed to look beautiful and behave appropriately on her husband’s 
side. In Grandcourt’s eyes “[nothing] makes a woman more of a gawky than looking out 
after people and showing tempers in public. A woman ought to have fine manners. Else 
it’s intolerable to appear with her.” (Eliot, 501) Feeling irritated about other women’s 
dullness, Gwendolen suddenly wonders about her own dullness caused by her 
confinement to the private sphere. 
Also in Pride and Prejudice marital conflicts seem to be caused by the doctrine of 
separate spheres. In the novel, Mr. and Mrs. Bennet argue about the regulation of the 
family’s property – or rather Mr. Bennet’s property - which will be passed on to Mr. 
Collins after Mr. Bennet’s death. The law at the time stipulated that only male members 
of the family, in this case Mr. Collins, could inherit. Breaking an entail was only 
possible with the explicit consent of the new heir. However, Mr. Collins would never 
agree with passing on his heritage or sharing it with his cousins. Mrs. Bennet is too 
shallow to see this and blames her husband for the poverty that is to await her daughters 
and herself after his death. She believes this regulation to be the result of the division 
into the separate spheres in which the husband could do as he liked and the women had 
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to consent. Quarrelling about this subject with her husband, Mrs. Bennet states: “I do 
think it is the hardest thing in the world, that your estate should be entailed away from 
your own children, and I am sure if I had been you, I should have tried long ago to do 
something or other about it.” (Austen, 61) However, as a woman, this is not in Mrs. 
Bennets’ hands but neither can her husband do anything about this situation, what Mrs. 
Bennet just cannot understand. Unable to alter their impending economical situation, 
Mrs. Bennet attempts to assure a financially secured future for her daughters by 
promoting them on the marriage market. Her desperate pursuit to find marriageable men 
for her daughters can, therefore, also be ascribed to her family’s future poverty which 
she believes to be her husband’s fault, who, in her eyes, failed to fulfil his duties in a 
sphere to which she has theoretically no access. 
In Contrast, Charlotte Lucas, the later Mrs. Collins, “finds consolation in ‘her home and 
her housekeeping, her parish and her poultry, and all their dependent concerns.’”149 
Even though Charlotte does not marry for love, she is content with her situation as a 
married woman and willing to conform to social norms. Unlike Gwendolen and Laura, 
she does not mind being confined to the private sphere but is glad to be able to manage 
her own household. Although Elizabeth is sceptical about Charlotte’s marriage to 
Collins in the beginning, she soon realises that her friend “seems perfectly happy, [...] 
and in a prudential light, it is certainly a very good match for her.” (Austen, 174)  
 However, Mordecai suggests that Charlotte feels lonely within marriage and that 
“her loneliness with Collins is the central pathos of her marriage”. (Mordecai, 276) 
Collins is a selfish character and only concerned about seeking “social power”. 
(Mordecai, 276)  He does not seem to care much about whom he has married. For 
Collins, it only is important that he conforms to social norms with his marriage. In 
short, Collin mainly cares about social power and less about his wife. At breakfast and 
dinner time he either works in the garden, reads, writes or remains in the book room 
instead of keeping Charlotte company.150 Since Charlotte, unlike Collins, does not lack 
intelligence, sensibility and integrity, she is at risk to experience loneliness in the 
private sphere of her new home, even though she seems to come to terms with her 
situation.151 In reference to Charlotte’s apparent loneliness, as suggested by Mordecai, 
the question arises whether what Elizabeth identifies as contentment and happiness in 
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her friend is only a facade. In chapter 3.2.1.4 this issue will be given a closer 
examination. 
 
3.2.1.3. Oppression and Submission 
 
“Man to command and woman to obey”, is what Tennyson writes in his poem The 
Princess. This proposition is linked to the ideology of the separate spheres. The man as 
the stronger sex and breadwinner had the right to command and the woman, as the 
weaker and more passive sex, must remain obedient in the private sphere.152 The society 
of the nineteenth century was altogether patriarchal in its structure and thus an 
oppressive constitution which led to the submission and suppression of women. This 
role allocation between men and women, and husbands and wives respectively, is what 
leads to marital conflicts in Daniel Deronda and Phineas Finn. The latter has already 
been identified as not portraying middle-class life. Thus the division into the separate 
spheres and the issues of oppression and submission, which are immediately connected 
to this ideology, would be expected not to apply to this novel. However, also aristocrats 
may adopt a middle class ideal and so does Kennedy in Phineas Finn. The 
imperiousness of Kennedy and Laura’s expected subjection to his rules, show that such 
issues were also present within the higher classes, at least as far as the ill-fated union of 
Laura and Kennedy is concerned. Therefore, their marriage, too, will be given a closer 
examination in this context. 
In Dougherty it is stated that “for Phineas, as for any wife entering the classic marriage 
contract, the price of inclusion is his submission.” (Dougherty, Angel in the House, 137) 
As has already been discussed in the previous chapter, he wants to be included in the 
political affairs of England and thus seeks a marriage with an Englishwoman before he 
settles down with Mary Flood Jones. Likewise, Laura strives for inclusion in the 
masculine world of politics and therefore marries Mr. Kennedy. However, instead of 
independence and political advancement, Laura faces submission and tyranny. 
Initially, Laura believes that she could master her husband as she thinks her intellect to 
be brighter than his. However, she soon realises that he was “as stiff-necked as an ox” 
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and that “he was a man who knew his own way, and who intended to keep it.” 
(Trollope, Phineas, I, 209) As mentioned before, Kennedy has his perceptions about 
what the daily routine of married life should be like. Hemmed in rules and recurrent 
activities, Laura does not only grow bored and tired of her marriage, but she also feels 
oppressed within it. Already after a few months, Laura has an idea of her future 
prospects within marriage, which are anything but pleasant. Kennedy is completely 
ignorant of and insensitive to Laura’s wishes. According to Terry, Trollope disapproved 
of such male “insensitivity to the rights and needs of women [...].” Terry claims that 
where “the natural, healthy impulses of the wife are thwarted, or where the husband has 
crudely asserted dominance to disguise his vanity, egotism or weakness, we have scenes 
of marital disturbance” in Trollope. (Terry, 135) Laura’s natural and healthy impulses 
are thwarted by her husband’s tyranny, otherwise she would not turn from a lively and 
independent woman to a frustrated and sad wife who suffers from headaches whenever 
she has conflicts with her husband. Kennedy feels so assured of his male sex-rights that 
he has no sympathy for his wife’s marital discomfort. In general, unable to socialise, 
Kennedy has difficulties to understand other people and so he also does not manage to 
understand his wife. However, Kennedy also seems to refuse to comprehend other 
people’s feelings and wishes, if they do not correlate with his own expectations. When 
Laura talks to Kennedy about the ruined relationship between her brother and father, 
which bothers her deeply, she refers to his inability to understand her. 
‘There are moments, Robert, when even a married woman must be herself rather 
than her husband’s wife. It is so, though you cannot understand it.’ ‘I certainly 
do not understand it.’ ‘You cannot make a woman subject to you as a dog is so. 
You may have all the outside and as much of the inside as you can master. With 
a dog you may be sure of both.’ (Trollope, Phineas, II, 20) 
 
Laura attempts to make her husband comprehend that although he can master “the 
outside” of a woman, he will never be able to fully master “the inside” of her. He has no 
influence on her feelings, which grow more repulsive towards him, the more he 
suppresses her with his conservative attitude. Despite losing all her property to Kennedy 
when she becomes his wife, Laura herself seems to be a possession of her husband. Like 
a master tells his dog, Kennedy dictates to Laura, which leads to the feeling of 
imprisonment within marriage in the latter. “And when she [sees] Violet and her brother 
together there [come] to her dreams of what might have been her own happiness had she 
kept herself free from those terrible bonds in which she was now held a prisoner.” 
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(Trollope, Phineas, II, 156/157) Laura suffers severely from the tyranny of her husband, 
which even becomes manifest in her physical appearance. 
When [Phineas] first saw Lady Laura he was struck by the great change in her 
look and manner. She seemed to him to be old and worn, and he judged her to be 
wretched, as she was. She had written to him to say that she would be at her 
father’s house on such and such a morning, and he had gone to her there. ‘It is of 
no use your coming to Grosvenor Place,’ she said, ‘I see nobody there, and the 
house is like a prison.’ (Trollope, Phineas, II, 164) 
 
Kennedy’s oppressive rules agitate Laura and, besides being isolated from society, 
make her feel suppressed within marriage, which is like her new home “stiff, and cold, 
and uncomfortable.” (Trollope, Phineas, 2008, II, 164)     
 As mentioned in the previous chapter, Laura’s expectations regarding her 
marriage with Mr. Kennedy are very high at the beginning of their marital journey. 
However, their marriage turns out to be a nightmare for Laura. She loses her 
independence and becomes subject to her tyrannous husband. Constantly being told 
what to do and what to omit is considered worse than physical violence by Mrs. 
Kennedy. Thus she says: “[There] is no tyranny to a woman like telling her of her duty. 
[...] Beating might often be a mercy.” (Trollope, Phineas, II, 158) Whether there exist 
any physical forms of oppression within their marriage is, however, not openly 
addressed in the novel. The above statement, though, indicates that Laura is not a victim 
of marital violence, since she only assumes that being beaten by the husband is better 
than being told how to lead her life. In Kennedy’s point of view, the “wife [is] subject to 
her husband by the laws of God and man” and therefore he feels assured of the right to 
command his wife. (Trollope, Phineas, II, 153) 
Although Mr. and Mrs. Kennedy’s marriage is not characterised by mutual affection, 
Laura’s expectation of it can be described to be oriented towards the companionate 
marriage model. This model celebrated equality between the spouses and is also one of 
Laura’s aims within marriage. Mr. Kennedy, on the other hand, pursues a more 
conservative marriage model, which is distinguished by the submission of the wife and 
the superiority of the husband. Laura and Kennedy fail to live up to each other’s hopes 
and thus are disappointed in their expectations and in their marriage. 
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Terry remarks that “Trollope draws the frustrations of highly-strung intellectual 
women”, such as Lady Laura or Violet Effingham, “with mixed feelings of pity, 
admiration and dislike.” (Terry, 160) As an advocator of love, in fiction and in reality, 
Trollope clearly rewards Violet, who marries for love, with a happy marriage and Laura, 
who does not marry for love, with an unhappy one. Also the male heroes’ happiness and 
harmony within marriage is dependent on their marital motives and expectations: 
Many of [Trollope’s] characters who find themselves at odds with the ordinary 
human community – either through Byronic Satanism or through more benign 
idealism – end up fairly poorly in [his] novels. Occasionally they manage to get 
weaned of their haughty alienation by the love of an understanding lady, as with 
Lord Chiltern by way of Violet Effingham [...], but often [...] they end up losing 
the lady, the game they are playing for wealth or power, or whatever other goal 
they covert.153 (Swingle, 9) 
 
Similarly to Mr. and Mrs. Kennedy’s union154, Gwendolen and her husband Mr. 
Grandcourt face marital conflicts based on the issue of oppression within marriage. 
Both characters have been described as imperious and demanding, but Grandcourt 
manages to enforce his male sex-rights upon Gwendolen, who becomes subject to her 
husband. Gwendolen is so self-assured and self-confident that she believes she could 
master the callous Mr. Grandourt. 
 
To be very much sued or hopelessly sighed for as a bride was indeed an 
indispensable and agreeable guarantee of womanly power; but to become a wife 
and wear all the domestic fetters of that condition, was on the whole a vexatious 
necessity. Her observation of matrimony had inclined her to think it rather a 
dreary state, in which a woman could not do what she liked, had more children 
than were desirable, was consequently dull, and became irrevocably immersed in 
humdrum. Of course marriage was social promotion; she could not look forward 
to a single life; but promotions have sometimes to be taken with bitter herbs – a 
peerage will not quite do instead of leadership to the man who meant to lead; 
and this delicate-limbed sylph of twenty meant to lead. For such passions dwell 
in feminine breasts also. She meant to do what was pleasant to herself in a 
striking manner [...] [Her] confidence lay chiefly in herself. She felt well 
equipped for the mastery of life. (Eliot, 30/31) 
 
 
                                                            
153 Laura runs away from Kennedy because of the oppressive power he attempts to assert on her. 
154 As regards the discussion of oppression and submission within the Kennedy marriage, sources are 
taken from: Dougherty, An Angel in the House, 137 ; Terry, 135/160; Swingle, 9 
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Her inclination to mastery is not only due to her selfish character, but also to her 
independent and manly personality. Like Laura, who devotes her passion to politics, 
Gwendolen is a rather masculine character. Besides practising archery, Gwendolen is 
known for her “horsemanship, which implies a ‘masculine’ desire for control.” 
(Sabiston, 169) Like Laura is contrasted to the feminine and angelic Mary Flood Jones, 
Gwendolen’s character is opposed to the virtuous and warm-hearted Mirah. Mirah and 
Mary end up in assumingly happy marriages, whilst Laura and Gwendolen, who marry 
the wrong men for the wrong reasons, face disappointment. Besides, Mirah’s and 
Daniel’s story starts simultaneously to Gwendolen’s and Grandcourt’s. Sabiston 
remarks that the prevention of Mirah’s suicide attempt by Deronda occurs at the same 
day as Gwendolen starts her relationship with Grandcourt.155 Thus, the couples are 
contrasted to each other from the beginning. Whereas Daniel and Mirah are good-
natured people, Grandcourt and Gwendolen are rather self-centred characters. The latter 
thinks to be able to dominate her husband, but she soon experiences harsh reality. 
 
Poor Gwendolen was conscious of an uneasy, transforming process [.] This 
beautiful, healthy young creature, with her two-and-twenty years and her 
gratified ambition, no longer felt inclined to kiss her fortunate image in the glass; 
she looked at it with wonder that she could be so miserable. One belief which 
had accompanied her through her unmarried life as a self-cajoling superstition, 
encouraged by the subordination of every one about her – the belief in her own 
power of dominating – was utterly gone. Already, in seven short weeks, which 
seemed half her life, her husband had gained a mastery which she could no more 
resist than she could have resisted the benumbing effect from the touch of a 
torpedo. (Eliot, 363) 
 
 
Grandcourt is aware of Gwendolen’s dependence on him and takes full advantage of 
that in treating her as he likes. His tone is very imperative and demanding when he talks 
to his wife and gives her orders. Like Kennedy dictates to his wife like to a dog, so does 
Grandcourt with Gwendolen. Like Lush, Grandcourt’s personal assistant, Gwendolen is 
“treated largely like ‘a lap-dog’”. (Sabiston, 178) According to Sabiston, “Grandcourt 
trains her as he trains his dogs [and] horses [...]: ‘He delights in making the dogs and 
horses quail.’” (Sabiston, 178) He finds pleasure in torturing Gwendolen 
psychologically and thus brings Lush, his personal assistant, who Gwendolen has such 
repulsion for, back into his home, breaking his promise that he would get rid of him. 
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‘Lush will dine with us among the other people to-morrow. You will treat him 
civilly.’ Gwendolen’s heart began to beat violently. The words that she wanted 
to utter, as one wants to return a blow, were, ‘You are breaking your promise to 
me – the first promise you made me.’ But she dared not utter them. (Eliot, 
482/483) 
 
Moreover, Grandcourt constantly controls his wife and tries to keep her away from 
Deronda, who is the only person Gwendolen can confide in about her marital misery. 
Grandcourt is aware of Gwendolen’s fondness for Deronda as he is aware of his wife’s 
knowledge of Lydia Glasher. He feels superior and a satisfaction in separating 
Gwendolen from Deronda by taking her on a yachting trip just as he enjoys making her 
feel bad about having married him despite her knowledge of Lydia Glasher, with whom 
he begot three illegitimate children. Thus he forces Gwendolen to wear the diamond 
rings, “which long ago he had confided to” Mrs. Glasher “and wished her to wear.” 
(Eliot, 289) “Put on the diamond rings,” instructs Grandcourt “looking straight at her 
with his narrow glance.” (Eliot, 365) “She fancied that his eyes showed a delight in 
torturing her.” (Eliot, 366) She even feels frightened by her husband’s demanding 
nature. 
 
‘Pray excuse me; I like these emeralds,’ said Gwendolen, frightened in spite of 
her preparation. That white hand of his which was touching his whisker was 
capable, she fancied, of clinging round her neck and threatening to throttle her; 
for her fear of him, mingling with the vague foreboding of some retributive 
calamity which hung about her life, had reached a superstitious point. (Eliot, 
366) 
 
 
Grandcourt’s oppressive and heartless behaviour intimidates Gwendolen, who becomes 
a completely submissive character as soon as Grandcourt reveals his real personality 
after the wedding. Gwendolen’s sudden submissiveness and the fact that she feels 
threatened by his behaviour, even suggest some hidden forms of marital violence. 
Although the novel does not tell explicitly about any acts of violence committed by 
Grandcourt, his cold and sadistic character makes one assume that Eliot indirectly refers 
to occurrences of physical violence within their marriage. Also, this becomes obvious in 
the paragraph above. Grandcourt’s behaviour appears to be perceived as physically 
threatening by his wife when he forces her to wear the diamond rings.156 Why else 
should she feel so scared of her husband, but because he gives her a reason to? Does 
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Gwendolen feel so threatened because Grandcourt has treated her violently before? 
When she confesses her true feelings about Grandcourt after his death, to Daniel, 
Gwendolen states: “Sometimes I thought he would kill me if I resisted his will.” (Eliot, 
594) Moreover she asks Daniel: “What should you do if you were like me – feeling that 
you were wrong and miserable, and dreading everything to come?” [emphasis added] 
(Eliot, 382) Besides, it would be interesting to learn about what happens on their 
honeymoon. When they return from their honeymoon, Gwendolen seems to have 
developed hatred towards her husband. Considering these questions, one can only 
speculate about the nature of their marriage and whether or not oppression in the form 
of violence plays a role in it. According to Dowling, Daniel Deronda is one of the most 
far-reaching studies of marital cruelty in terms of physical and non-physical violence in 
Victorian literature. In particular, it demonstrates an example of the representation of 
silence in connection with matrimonial breakdown. As mentioned in chapter 2.3, 
Dowling refers to silence as a rhetorical device which suggests more than it openly 
states. 
[Grandcourt’s] silence operates as a sign of some truth beyond itself; of an 
unspeakable, and specifically sexual horror. In their very different genres, 
George Eliot’s texts and the legal discourse of the first divorce Court are 
participating in the construction of a new category of oppression, a type of 
cruelty that can be traced on the mind as well as the body. These texts help 
reveal the general mid-Victorian ‘will to knowledge’ concerning what went on 
behind the walls of the Englishman’s previously inviolable castle, the home.” 
(Dowling, 322) 
 
Dowling does not only claim that the novel tells about non-physical as well as physical 
forms of matrimonial cruelty, but she contextualises this assumption with the 
enforcement of the new Divorce Court in the mid-nineteenth century. Even 
Grandcourt’s name suggests a relation between the portrayal of marital cruelty and the 
Divorce Court. Separating the two syllables of his name, it becomes grand and court. 
Although Grandcourt’s and Gwendolen’s marriage does not end up in the Divorce 
Court but is dissolved through his death, there seems to be a connection between the 
representation of their unhappy marriage in the novel and the Matrimonial Causes Act 
of 1857.157 
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To come back to the issue of oppression and submission, whether or not Gwendolen 
suffers from marital violence, she certainly grapples with an emotional form of 
oppression inflicted upon her by Grandcourt. Sabiston claims that Lush acts as “a 
reverse mirror image of Grandcourt’s real venality, as well as a dire warning of his 
psychological abuse of human beings.” (Sabiston, 178) His acting as a warning of 
Grandcourt’s psychologically abusive behaviour might be the reason why Gwendolen 
has such repulsion for Lush from the very beginning.      
 During their engagement period, Grandcourt treats his future wife relatively 
charmingly, paying attention to her predilections and promises to support her mother 
and sisters financially, which he does indeed. However, as soon as they are married, 
what seems to have been a thoroughly acceptable and perhaps even pleasant solution to 
Gwendolen to escape poverty turns out to be a personal nightmare for the young 
woman. Prior to the wedding, Gwendolen openly expresses her wishes and says what 
she thinks. Shortly after their wedding Gwendolen realises that his will stands over hers. 
She becomes inferior to her husband, who is completely ignorant of his wife’s wishes. 
When Grandcourt observes Daniel and Gwendolen talking about the latter’s necklace, 
which Grandcourt does not like his wife to wear, he rebukes Gwendolen in an 
oppressive and harsh manner: 
When the door had closed on them in the boudoir Grandcourt threw himself into 
a chair  and said, with undertoned peremptoriness, “Sit down.” [...] “Oblige me 
in future by not showing whims like a mad woman in a play.” “What do you 
mean?” said Gwendolen. “I suppose there is some understanding between you 
and Deronda about that thing on your wrist. If you have anything to say to him, 
say it. But don’t carry on a telegraphing which other people are supposed not to 
see. It’s damnably vulgar.” “You can know all about the necklace,” said 
Gwendolen, her angry pride resisting the nightmare of fear. “What I care to 
know, I shall know without your telling me. Only you will please to behave as 
becomes my wife. And not make a spectacle of yourself.” [...] [“]You are my 
wife. And you will either fill your place properly – to the world and to me – or 
you will go to the devil.” (Eliot, 383/384)  
 
Threatened by her husband and afraid about other people looking behind the happy 
façade158, Gwendolen remains silent and submissive. For her, marriage is not the end to 
a troublesome life regarding her financial status, but the beginning of her misery. From 
a self-confident and independent woman, Gwendolen turns into a crushed woman who 
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loses all self-confidence. Since Gwendolen’s marital expectations are very high, she is 
all the more disappointed. Like Laura, Gwendolen expects equality, freedom and 
control within marriage; however, she experiences the opposite. “[Inequality] of men 
and women” was generally a problem “implicit in the Victorian marriage”, as 
McDonald puts it. (McDonald, 52) What dangers inequality within matrimony can 
entail is exemplified in Grandcourt’s death, which is “hastened” by his wife.159 Due to 
the oppression Grandcourt inflicts upon his wife, the latter even “develops a desire to 
kill” her husband. (Machann, 334) Although it is not her fault that Grandcourt does face 
death in the end, she is incapable of preventing it. Only after her husband’s death, is 
Gwendolen able to “construct [a] better [life]”. (McDonald, 53) According to 
McDonald, death is, however, not meant as a reward for the wife and punishment for 
the husband. Eliot “sees both men and women as sufferers in any social relationships 
that are based upon inequality or a lack of consideration for others.” (McDonald, 53)  
 Grandcourt and Gwendolen share their love for dominance and mastery, which 
only Grandcourt manages to act out. “The pattern of mastery and submission” within 
their marriage, “and the gradual process by which the master loses his mastery” strongly 
resembles “the master-slave relationship described in Hegel’s Phenomenology of the 
Spirit (1807)”. (McDonald, 53) In the context of Hegel’s master-slave dialectics, Hegel 
introduces the term “self-consciousness”, “one’s awareness of the self who does the 
knowing.” The first stage of the Hegelian self-consciousness is “Desire”, which 
describes the “external objects” which “lose their independent existence and exist for 
the sake of the subject desiring them.” (McDonald, 55) The subject is reaffirmed 
through its ability to impose demand upon the object. The second stage, is the actual 
master-slave relationship “in which the process takes place between two human beings”, 
and in the context of Daniel Deronda, between Gwendolen and Grandcourt. 
(McDonald, 55) The master-slave relationship begins when the subject realises that he 
“needs recognition from an ‘other’ that is not an object but a human self-consciousness 
like himself [...] an equivalent centre of self”, as Eliot calls it. According to McDonald, 
Gwendolen is stuck in the stage of “Desire”, which is, what Eliot calls, “egoism”. 
Gwendolen, who is egoistic and narcissistic, becomes the object of Grandcourt, who is 
egoistic himself. (McDonald, 55)        
 The struggle for recognition by an ‘other’ initially takes place between “two 
would-be masters”, namely Grandcourt and Gwendolen. Grandcourt’s advantage of 
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being a man in possession of a considerable amount of money gives “him the upper 
hand”. (McDonald, 60) As Gwendolen is subject to her husband, she has no 
independent life, but only exists as Mrs. Grandcourt. She becomes Grandcourt’s slave 
and loses her independent self. However, the “essential elements of Hegel’s master-
slave relationship are that it is a dialectical process in which the master, by attempting 
to consolidate his position at the expense of the slave” and by not accepting self-
consciousness in Gwendolen, “ends by losing his mastery.” (McDonald, 54) Through 
his death, Grandcourt loses his self-consciousness and his mastery. 
Eliot’s interest in the destructive self-enclosure of egoism and the beneficial 
effect of sympathy (literally, felling with the “other”) is basically the same as 
Hegel’s interest in the destructive effects of the master’s refusal to [recognise] 
the “other” and the potentially beneficial effect of mutual recognition. 
(McDonald, 56) 
 
In this sense, the narcissistic and unequal relationship of Grandcourt and Gwendolen 
differs from the sympathetic and equal alliance of Daniel and Mirah and of Mr. Klesmer 
and Catherine Arrowpoint. The oppression and submission immanent in the Grandcourt 
marriage has destructive ramifications for their marital lives. Their marriage is an 
unhappy one in contrast to the other two couples, who find wedded bliss. Moreover, it 
results in Grandcourt’s death who, unable to “grant independence to another self”, is 
also unable to socialise with other people. Thus he finds himself enclosed and isolated 
in the water, facing his death through drowning. McDonald states that those “who seek 
to become masters will become slaves.” (McDonald, 68) Like Gwendolen, who seeks 
mastery prior to her marriage, becomes Grandcourt’s slave, the latter himself loses his 
independence, in denying others self-consciousness, by drowning in the vast ocean. 
Gwendolen, too self-enclosed herself, does not manage to rescue her husband. In 
contrast, Daniel is able to save Mirah from drowning, since he is not self-enclosed.160 
Whilst Daniel’s and Mirah’s union is characterised by mutual affection and equality, 
Gwendolen’s and Grandcourt’s marriage is based on oppression and submission, which 
results in the tragic death of the latter.161 
In general, according to Sypher, Daniel Deronda “may teach us contemporary readers 
about how patriarchy works to deprive women of the ability to act, its ability to subject 
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women, but [it does not] seem to offer us women resisting their subjection”. (Sypher, 
506) Gwendolen remains inactive and subject within marriage and in seeking help she 
turns to another patriarch, namely Deronda. Gwendolen would not separate from her 
husband, because Daniel would not approve of it.162 Thus she remains subject to her 
husband by subjecting herself to the opinion of another man. Compared to Grandcourt, 
Daniel is viewed as a “benevolent” patriarch as two heroines are dependent on him, 
whom Daniel attempts to help. These heroines, Gwendolen and Mirah, both “seek 
refuge in the male savior”. (Sypher, 506) Whilst Gwendolen “does so in order to flee 
physically from an oppressive husband and from her own guilt” Mirah flees “from her 
abusive father”, another patriarch. (Sypher, 506/507) However, even though Daniel is 
considered as a patriarch, since he is male and Mirah is dependent on him, he does not 
oppress the latter. Therefore, in contrast to the Grandcourt union, the couple remains 
happy. Another marriage which is opposed to the Grandcourts is the one of Catherine 
Arrowpoint and Julius Klesmer. Unlike the Grandcourt marriage, which is characterised 
by tyranny, submission and lovelessness, Catherine’s and Julius’ alliance is based on 
equality, love and affectionate devotion.163 Catherine’s parents “object” to their 
marriage and “try to impose patriarchy” upon Catherine in trying to forbid their 
daughter to marry Mr. Klesmer and in persuading her to marry another, much richer and 
more influential gentleman. However, Catherine “has little respect for patriarchy. She 
means to marry Klesmer and will renounce her name and inheritance if that is the price 
to pay for her happiness.” (Herzog, 56) Since Catherine has repugnance for patriarchy, 
she may be the only female character in Daniel Deronda who resists subjection. Neither 
does she want to rule her partner, which Gwendolen would like to, nor does she submit 
to someone else’s rules. She does not only defy the patriarchal rules of her parents, but 
it is suggested that her marriage to Klesmer is going to be characterised by freedom 
rather than oppression. Herzog claims that Catherine and Julius are both free, “not 
bound by laws, and hence they remain in the margins of narration”, however, as a happy 
couple. (Herzog, 56)164 
                                                            
162 C.f.: Sypher, 510 
163 C.f: chapter 3.1. 
164 As regards the discussion of oppression and submission within the Grandcourt marriage, sources are 
taken from: Herzog, 39-56; Sabiston, 159-178;  Sypher, 506-510; McDonald, 52-68; Machann, 334;  
Dowling, 322 
 
86 
Whereas oppression is an issue, which is undoubtedly immanent in Daniel Deronda and 
Phineas Finn, it is not obvious in Pride and Prejudice. The novel does not portray any 
tyrannical husbands such as Grandcourt or Kennedy but husbands, who are either too 
indifferent to their wives or too absorbed with other things, such as Collins, who is 
mainly concerned about pleasing Lady Catherine, to oppress their partners physically or 
psychologically. Those characters have other interests regarding their conjugal life, 
namely the pursuit of money, social conformance or in the case of Mr. Bennet 
maintaining a distance from his superficial wife, rather than pursuing their male rights 
within marriage. 
 
 
3.2.1.4. Extramarital Love and Relationships165 
 
Another issue within the daily routine of some of the novels’ married couples is 
extramarital love. Again, this is an issue which is particularly present within the 
Grandcourt marriage in Daniel Deronda and within the Kennedy marriage in Phineas 
Finn. Extramarital love is, regarding both examples, not only the result of unhappiness 
within marriage, but also gives rise to more marital conflicts. In this context, 
Gwendolen’s relationship to Deronda as well as Laura’s relationship to Finn will be 
analysed. It will be determined how the women’s husbands react to their wives’ interest 
in other men and how this contributes to matrimonial conflicts. Also, it will be 
discussed how the pre-marital affair of Grandcourt and Lydia Glasher foreshadows an 
unhappy conjugal future for Gwendolen. In contrast to Gwendolen and Daniel as well 
as to Laura and Finn, whose relationships do not get physical, Lydia’s and Grandcourt’s 
extramarital relationship is represented as pre-marital sex. 
Both, Gwendolen and Lady Laura, are married to tyrannical husbands with whom they 
are unhappy. Likewise, both fall in love with another man, to whom they reveal their 
miserable situation. As Gwendolen confides in and falls in love with Daniel Deronda, so 
does Laura feel attached to Phineas Finn, to whom she also discloses her marital misery. 
                                                            
165 Sources taken from: Polhemus, 390; Terry, 84/110/135; Lenz, 93; Sabiston, 160/180; Machann, 334-
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However, Deronda as well as Finn end up in happy marriages with other women, who 
are the complete opposite of Gwendolen and Laura. Whilst Mirah and Mary can both be 
described as Angels in the House and thus represent ideal Victorian wives, Gwendolen 
and Laura are too independent and not virtuous enough to make perfect wives for 
Daniel and Finn. In fact, Gwendolen is referred to as a serpent by Eliot166, which means 
‘Satan’ in the biblical context. Deronda has to decide between good or evil; the Angel or 
the Satan. He decides on marrying the Angel, as he himself is a good person, and 
Gwendolen ends up with another Satan, namely Grandcourt. This leads to the 
assumption that Eliot rewards the good characters with a happy and the bad characters 
with an unhappy marriage. However, to come back to Gwendolen’s and Laura’s interest 
in Deronda and Finn, their independent spirit, beauty and fate make them interesting to 
the above mentioned men.        
 Prior to the marriage of Deronda and Mirah and of Finn and Mary, Gwendolen 
and Laura seek consolation from their tyrannous marriage in the not yet married men. 
Both men attend to the women’s marital misery. Regarding Deronda, “Gwendolen’s 
fate, however, arouses his pity [and] not love.” (Sabiston, 160) Unlike Gwendolen and 
Deronda, Laura and Finn are connected through a friendship already before she enters 
into marriage with Kennedy. Although Laura seems to have feelings for Finn, she thinks 
she cannot marry him, since he has no money and is still at the beginning of his political 
career. However, after a few months with Kennedy, she realises that fortune and 
position is not everything. Kennedy has already been portrayed as tyrannical, 
unemotional and conservative. Finn, on the other hand, is emotional and passionate, and 
it seems as if Laura yearns for love and passion, which she abandons initially when she 
decides to marry Kennedy. Terry suggests that after suffering from her unhappy 
marriage, Laura “comes to recognise that a woman should marry only for love.” (Terry, 
84) Thus, the question arises whether Trollope does not only intend to punish Laura 
with an unhappy marriage for not marrying for love, but also with unhappily falling in 
love with another man. In search for consolation, love and political tasks, Laura turns to 
Finn, who has been in love with her before.167  
Though Trollope sympathises with her frustration the most he will allow Lady 
Laura is to influence politics by helping Phineas in his career. Other girls who 
long for self-realisation outside the home have to work off their frustrations on 
horseback after the fox. (Terry, 110) 
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Laura gets obsessed with supporting Finn to further his political career, not only 
because she is interested in politics, but also because she wants to spend more time with 
Finn. It appears as if the political advancement of Finn becomes Laura’s main aim in 
life. Her marriage not only disrupts her high expectations about her political 
perspectives, but it also makes her feel useless and her life dreary and sad. Finn distracts 
Laura from her ill-fated marriage, but their friendship also causes marital conflicts 
between Laura and Kennedy. 
‘He is in;’ said Lady Laura, opening a telegram. ‘Who is in?’ said Mr. Kennedy, 
with that frown on his brow to which his wife was now well accustomed. 
Though he asked the question, he knew very well who was the hero to whom the 
telegram referred. ‘Our friend Phineas Finn,’ said Lady Laura, speaking still 
with an excited voice, with a voice that was intended to display excitement. If 
there was to be a battle on this matter, there should be a battle. She would 
display all her anxiety for her young friend and fling it in her husband’s face if 
he chose to take it as an injury. [...] And now the battle came. ‘I am glad of this,’ 
she said, with all the eagerness she could throw into her voice. The husband’s 
brow grew blacker and blacker, but still he said nothing. He had long been too 
proud to express his jealousy, if only he could keep the expression back. [...] 
‘You over-do your anxiety on such a subject,’ at last he said, speaking very 
slowly. [...] ‘I would have walked from here to London to get him his election.’ 
[...] ‘Laura, I must tell you that it is improper that you should speak of any man 
in those terms; of any man that is a stranger to your blood.’ [...] [‘]This man is 
my friend, is your friend; saved your life, has been my brother’s best friend, is 
loved by my father, and is loved by me, very dearly.[‘] [...] ‘I will not have you 
love any man, very dearly. [...] I tell you that I will have no such expressions 
from you. They are unseemly, and are used only to provoke me. [...] If you will 
take my advice you will cease to think of him extravagantly; and I must desire 
you to hold no further direct communication with him.’ (Trollope, Phineas, II, 
111/112)  
 
Laura’s fondness of Finn irritates Kennedy. From the beginning on, Kennedy tends to 
melancholia, which “gradually increases under the stress of this jealousy of Finn”. 
Besides the fact that his jealousy causes him to be more unhappy within his 
inharmonious marriage, it even “deepens into pathological hatred and brings him to 
mental collapse”. (Terry, 135) Moreover, Laura’s interest in Finn makes Kennedy grow 
even more tyrannous and his wife, more desperate in a seemingly unalterable situation. 
According to Lenz, Trollope, stating in his Autobiography “that ‘the tragic misery of 
Lady Laura [...] was [...] due to the sale she made of herself in her wretched marriage’[,] 
[...] condems [Laura]” not only “for marrying a man whom she does not love” but also 
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for “loving a man she does not marry.” (Lenz, 93) Thus Laura suffers doubly, namely 
from the unhappy marriage with Kennedy as well as from the unreturned and morally 
forbidden love for Finn. 
As with the Kennedys, Lord Chiltern’s and Violet Effingham’s relationship is 
threatened by Chiltern’s inevitable jealousy of Phineas Finn who, too, intends to court 
Violet. Violet, although she is not yet married to Chiltern, appears to be already his. 
However, she is also interested in Finn. Chiltern, not in control of his emotions, 
provokes a duel between him and Phineas. Chiltern’s violent behaviour, which results in 
shooting at Phineas Finn, also causes conflicts with Violet and consequently his first 
engagement to the latter is cancelled. 
“Chiltern tells Phineas that to lose Violet would be as if someone were to take 
‘my own heart out of me’. This projection of one’s whole being and worth on 
the beloved is what makes romantic desire so dangerous and creates wild 
jealousy and potential for violence in love. Being in love can lead to murderous 
savagery, as the [attempt] to shoot Phineas by [...] Chiltern”. (Polhemus, 390) 
 
Similarly to Lady Laura, Gwendolen’s emotional interest in Daniel Deronda serves as 
an example for an irritation of the daily routine of husband and wife. Although 
Grandcourt does not admit it, he is jealous of Deronda. The latter’s relationship to 
Gwendolen fuels any marital discords already present between her and Grandcourt. 
Deronda is the only person Gwendolen confides in about her unhappy marriage. 
Whenever she sees an opportunity to speak to Daniel, she sneaks away from 
Grandcourt. She only entrusts her true feelings to Daniel since she seems to feel 
ashamed of her unfortunate marriage and thus keeps it a secret from the rest of society. 
She cares very much about Deronda’s opinion and therefore she always asks him for 
advice. 
‘I wonder what he thinks of me really? [...] I wonder what he thinks of my 
marriage?[...] These questions ran in her mind as the voice of an uneasy longing 
to be judged by Deronda with unmixed admiration – a longing which had had its 
seed in her first resentment at his critical glance. Why did she care so much 
about the opinion of this man [...]?’ (Eliot, 279) 
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The reason why Gwendolen wants these questions answered and why she thinks so 
highly of Deronda’s opinion is because she sees a saviour in Daniel. Moreover, she is in 
love with the man. Grandcourt becomes aware of his wife’s fondness for Deronda and 
tries everything to spoil their meetings. He interrupts their conversations and watches 
every step of Gwendolen when he appears with her in public. Observing this, Deronda 
wonders whether Grandcourt was “going to be a jealous husband”, what Grandcourt 
will not admit. (Eliot, 353) Grandcourt will not admit his jealousy of Deronda and 
therefore pretends to be rather indifferent to the topic. However, Grandcourt does not 
always manage to successfully hide his jealousy in front of his wife. 
‘Don’t you want to know what I had to say to Mr Deronda?’ said Gwendolen, 
whose own pride required her to account for her conduct. ‘A – no,’ said 
Grandcourt coldly. ‘Now that is the first impolite word you have spoken - that 
you don’t wish to hear what I had to say,’ said Gwendolen, playing at a pout. ‘I 
wish to hear what you say to me – not to other men,’ said Grandcourt. (Eliot, 
285) 
 
It is not quite true that Grandcourt wishes to hear what his wife has to say to him and 
not to any other men. Eliot says that he “wished her to be sought after; he liked that 
‘fellows’ should be eager to talk with her and escort her within his observation”. (Eliot, 
500) He likes to show off with his beautiful wife and to publicly demonstrate that 
Gwendolen belongs to him seems to make him feel powerful and superior. However, 
every conversation that might take place between his wife and another man has to be 
“within his observation”. Also, he does not mind any other man conversing with or 
escorting Gwendolen apart from Deronda, as he does not like “her ways in relation to 
Deronda.” (Eliot, 500) 
No movement of Gwendolen in relation to Deronda escaped him. He would have 
denied that he was jealous; because jealousy would have implied some doubt of 
his own power to hinder what he had determined against. That his wife should 
have more inclination to another man’s society that to his own would not pain 
him: what he required was that she should be as fully aware as she would have 
been of a locked hand-cuff, that her inclination was helpless to decide anything 
in contradiction with his resolve. (Eliot, 499) 
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Similarly to the Kennedys, Gwendolen’s fondness of Deronda causes conflicts within 
her marriage168 and leads to an even harsher and more oppressive behaviour of 
Grandcourt towards his wife. When all three of them meet in Genoa, Grandcourt intends 
to isolate Gwendolen from Deronda by taking her on a yachting trip with him. This trip, 
which is meant to separate Gwendolen from Deronda, however, results in the separation 
of Gwendolen from her husband, with the latter’s death.169 
Unlike Gwendolen, who is in love with Deronda, Daniel mainly means to help 
Gwendolen and “somehow he inspires her to self-reflection and moral growth.” 
(Machann, 337) Moreover, Daniel loves and marries another woman, the young Jewess 
Mirah, in the end. In general, Gwendolen is compared to Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s 
‘Madonna Pia’, regarding her relationship to Deronda. According to Sabiston it is likely 
that George Eliot had Rossetti’s painting La Pia de’ Tolomei, which was commissioned 
in 1869, as well as his original text in mind. His model for Madonna Pia was Jane 
Morris, who was unhappily married to William Morris. Her sexually unfulfilling 
marriage made her so frustrated that she turned to the “somewhat exotic Rossetti, of 
Italian ancestry, as Gwendolen is to turn to the equally exotic Deronda, of Jewish 
origin”. (Sabiston, 180) Like Gwendolen, Jane was seeking consolation in another man. 
In Dante’s text, based on Jane Morris unhappy marriage, Madonna Pia’s husband feels 
injured by her and therefore takes her to his castle, where she is left imprisoned. Just 
like Madonna Pia is literally imprisoned within her husband’s castle, so is Gwendolen 
within her marriage with Grandcourt.170 Also, like Madonna Pia is isolated in her 
husband’s castle, Grandcourt separates Gwendolen from Deronda by taking her on a 
yachting trip on the vast and open sea, far away from any other people’s influence. 
Another issue which contributes to the unhappy marital life of the Grandcourts is Mr. 
Grandcourt’s past affair with Lydia Glasher. Prior to his marriage with Gwendolen, 
Grandcourt had an illegitimate relationship with Lydia, who had left her husband for 
him. Grandcourt and Lydia begot three illegitimate children, of whom Lydia has to take 
care all by herself, as Grandcourt does not keep his promise to marry the woman. 
Instead he enters into marriage with Gwendolen Harleth. Besides her awareness of her 
future husband’s past affair and besides all warnings on the side of Lydia, Gwendolen 
                                                            
168 C.f.: chapter 3.2.1.3, page 88 
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becomes Grandcourt’s wife. However, after reading Lydia’s letter, which she receives 
after the honeymoon, Gwendolen realises what she has done. She has destroyed the 
future prospects of a single mother to lead a respectable and worthy life together with 
her children. 
[Lydia] expected no other happiness in marriage than the satisfaction of her 
maternal love and pride – including her pride for herself in the presence of her 
children. For the sake of that result she was prepared even with a tragic firmness 
to endure anything quietly in marriage. (Eliot, 288) 
 
Ironically, Gwendolen’s unhappy marriage “is built on another woman’s misery”. 
(Sabiston, 180) Her knowledge about Lydia Glasher and her bad conscience 
overshadow her marriage and lead to hysteric behaviour of Gwendolen when it comes 
to wearing the diamonds sent by Lydia. Grandcourt is very well aware of his wife’s 
knowledge about Lydia and the children and, as mentioned in the previous chapter, 
finds pleasure in torturing her psychologically by making her wear the diamonds. 
Gwendolen, however, suffers severely from her bad conscience already prior to her 
marriage.  
The brilliant position she had longed for, the imagined freedom she would create 
for herself in marriage, the deliverance from the dull insignificance of her 
girlhood – all were immediately before her; and yet they had come to her hunger 
like food with the taint of sacrilege upon it, which she must snatch with terror. In 
the darkness and loneliness of her little bed, her more resistant self could not act 
against the first onslaught of dread after her irrevocable decision. That unhappy-
faced woman and her children – Grandcourt and his relations with her – kept 
repeating themselves in her imagination like the clinging memory of a disgrace, 
and gradually obliterated all other thought, leaving only the consciousness that 
she had taken those scenes into her life. (Eliot, 262) 
 
Gwendolen does not address this issue to her husband or anyone else. She finds it hard 
to live with this knowledge and the fact that she cannot unburden herself to anyone in 
this matter. It is particularly difficult for Gwendolen to deprive her mother of the truth. 
However, she has no other choice, if she does not want her secret to be revealed. 
Eliot refers to the triangular relationship of Gwendolen, Lydia and Grandcourt as “a sort 
of Medea and Creüsa business” and to Grandcourt as “a new kind of Jason”. (Eliot, 371) 
Just as Jason promises to marry Medea, so does Grandcourt pledge to make Lydia his 
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wife. Both, Jason and Grandcourt, beget illegitimate children with the above mentioned 
women. However, Jason never comes to marry Medea and neither does Grandcourt 
keep his promise to enter into marriage with Lydia. Instead, they leave the women and 
their children, only to marry other women. Jason marries Creüsa and Grandcourt 
marries Gwendolen. Medea is furious about Jason’s desertion and thus takes revenge by 
killing Creüsa. Lydia has no intentions to harm Gwendolen physically but she does 
harm her mentally by cursing Gwendolen in the letter she addressed to her. 
You have chosen to injure me and my children. He had meant to marry me. He 
would have married me at last, if you had not broken your word. You will have 
your punishment. I desire it with all my soul. “Will you give him this letter to set 
him against me and ruin us more – me and my children? Shall you like to stand 
before your husband with these diamonds on you, and these words of mine in his 
thoughts and yours? Will he think you have any right to complain when he has 
made you miserable? You took him with your eyes open. The willing wrong you 
have done me will be your curse.” (Eliot, 303) 
 
Ironically, Gwendolen does get her punishment since her marriage turns out to be 
utterly frustrating and unhappy. Also Grandcourt pays for marrying the wrong woman. 
In an earlier phase of his life he had at least felt some passion for Lydia Glasher, but 
“his pursuit of Gwendolen with the goal of domination rather than love leads him to 
death.” (Machann, 339) 
 
3.2.1.5. Resignation and Self-deception vs. Resistance171 
 
As mentioned earlier, not all of the novels’ characters are unhappy. Apart from Lydia, 
the ones who marry for love find wedded bliss, but others who do not marry for love, 
such as Charlotte Lucas, still find contentment within marriage. Although Charlotte 
does not find ultimate marital bliss, she comes to terms with her situation and appears 
content. That her marriage to Collins seems to work out, however, owes a great deal to 
their self-deception. Similarly, Lydia is successful in deceiving herself and euphemising 
her marriage to Wickham. They believe their marriage to be a happy one but in the case 
of Lydia, as the narrator suggests on the penultimate page of the novel, she soon faces 
harsh reality. There are also characters, such as Gwendolen, that resign to the fact that 
                                                            
171 Sources taken from: Terry, 160/161; Weinsheimer, 408-417; De Rose, 200-210 
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their situation is unalterable, but unlike Charlotte face unhappiness within marriage. 
Finally, Phineas Finn and Daniel Deronda portray unions which are characterised by 
oppression and consequently by domestic unhappiness. Whilst Gwendolen, feeling 
threatened by her husband, remains submissive, Laura no longer intends to submit to 
her husband’s tyranny, but practices resistance within marriage. In the context of the 
three novels, resignation, self-deception and resistance are ways to deal with a marriage 
that does not bring personal fulfilment. However, with regard to the Kennedys’ 
marriage, the issue of resistance leads to even more marital struggles and result in the 
unhappiness of both husband and wife. 
At the beginning of her marriage to Kennedy, Laura submits to her husband’s domestic 
rules. However, as mentioned before, her independent spirit hinders her from being 
content within an oppressive marriage and it does not take long until Laura speaks out 
and starts to contradict Kennedy. Her high ambitions and resistance within marriage, 
results in a “deep discontent”. (Terry, 161) Violet, on the other hand, eventually 
“knuckles under to Oswald Chiltern and finds peace of mind”. (Terry, 160) However, 
Laura cannot put up with Kennedy’s inclination to accurate regularity and his very rigid 
and conservative marital expectations which she is unable and unwilling to fulfil. In his 
view, his wife should adopt his opinion and abandon hers, whenever they differ in their 
opinions. He thinks that else “there is no other way in which life can be made 
harmonious” as far as the position of husband and wife is concerned. (Trollope, 
Phineas, II, 114) In opposition, Lady Laura claims that life “will not run in harmonies” 
and thus contradicts her husband. Laura feels insulted by the reply Kennedy makes to 
her statement and resists his accusations: 
‘I expect that [our life] shall be made to [run in harmonies], Laura. I need hardly 
say to you that I intend to accuse you of no impropriety of feeling in reference to 
[Phineas Finn].’ ‘No Robert; you need hardly say that. Indeed, to speak my own 
mind, I think that you need hardly have alluded to it. I might go further, and say 
that such an allusion is in itself an insult, an insult now repeated after hours of 
deliberation, an insult which I will not endure to have repeated again. If you say 
another word in any way suggesting the possibility of improper relations 
between me and Mr. Finn, either as to deeds or thoughts, as God is above me, I 
will write to both my father and my brother, and desire them to take me from 
your house. If you wish me to remain here, you had better be careful!’ [...] He 
came up and took her hand, but she snatched it away from him. ‘Laura,’ he said, 
‘do not let us quarrel.’ ‘I certainly shall quarrel if such insinuations are 
repeated.’ (Trollope, Phineas, II, 114/115) 
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As a man, Kennedy feels privileged to assert his male sex-right within his marriage and 
therefore cannot accept any dissent and resistance from Laura. Recognising that his wife 
is unwilling to submit to his rules, Kennedy is disappointed and unhappy but refuses to 
compromise on any point. Since he remains defiant and does not change in his 
tyrannical behaviour, Laura, growing more frustrated every day, decides to leave 
Kennedy. 
In contrast to Laura, Gwendolen does not manage to show disobedience or leave her 
oppressive husband. She feels far too threatened to hazard causing any more marital 
conflicts. Although Gwendolen finds herself in a dreary and unhappy marriage, she 
pretends the opposite to the outside. She does not deceive herself, but she deceives 
everyone else.  
To her mother most of all Gwendolen was bent on acting complete satisfaction, 
and poor Mrs Davilow was so far deceived that she took the unexpected distance 
at which she was kept, in spite of what she felt to be Grandcourt’s handsome 
behaviour in providing for her, as a comparative indifference in her daughter, 
now that marriage has created new interests. (Eliot, 468)    
      
Whilst Mr. and Mrs. Kennedy’s unhappy marriage does not remain unnoticed by their 
social environment, Mr. and Mrs. Grandcourt’s marital conflicts are dealt with behind 
closed doors. Gwendolen only confides in Deronda, but, otherwise, keeps silent about 
her marital misery. Ironically, her relatives believe Gwendolen to be a lucky wife and 
Grandcourt to be equally happy and lucky.172 When Grandcourt dies of drowning, her 
cousin Rex exclaims: 
‘It must have been a great shock for her, [...] I suppose he was a devoted 
husband.’ ‘No doubt of it, said the Rector, in his most decided manner. [...] Rex 
had never seen Grandcourt [and] had never been spoken to about him by any one 
of the family [...] He only knew that Grandcourt, being very much in love with 
her, had made her an offer in the first weeks of her sudden poverty, and had 
behaved very handsomely in providing for her mother and sisters. That was all 
very natural, and what Rex himself would have liked to do. Grandcourt had been 
a lucky fellow, and had had some happiness before he got drowned. (Eliot, 
609/610) 
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In keeping her unhappy partnership a secret Gwendolen maintains the middle-class 
ideal of domestic happiness to the outside. However, in depriving her family of the 
truth, she is left alone with her sorrow. The fact that Gwendolen finds it hard to pretend 
to be happily married and not to be able to discuss her problems with her mother, 
contributes to her solitude and unhappiness within marriage. 
Whilst Charlotte’s and Collins’ union does not resemble a fairy-tale marriage either, 
they are not necessarily unhappy within their marriage. Both are talented in deceiving 
themselves.173 Whilst Elizabeth and Jane make a prudential choice regarding their 
partners, Charlotte leaves it to chance. According to Charlotte happiness “in marriage is 
entirely a matter of chance. [...] [It] is better to know as little as possible of the defects 
of the person with whom you are to pass your life.” (Austen, 24)174 Whenever Mr. 
Collins’ statements make Charlotte be ashamed, she “wisely [does] not hear.” However, 
unlike Charlotte predicts it, her happiness within marriage thus does not result “from 
chance [...] but from her persistence in the same pretended self-deception that 
[characterised] her courtship.” (Weinsheimer, 409) Although Charlotte is aware of 
Collins rather unattractive personality, she marries him, desperate to find any husband 
available on the marriage market.  
Self-deception [...] is pleasant because it provides an alternative to the truth, 
which is generally disagreeable and ‘contrary to our wishes and opposite to our 
practice’ [...]. Self-knowledge, therefore, becomes increasingly difficult, because 
‘as our attention naturally follows our interest, we hear unwillingly what we are 
afraid to know, and soon forget what we have no inclination to impress upon our 
memories.’ (De Rose, 208)  
 
Not in love and not particularly attracted to Collins, Charlotte deceives herself by 
ignoring anything she does not like about her husband and by euphemising everything 
else within her marriage. “In this way she unwittingly becomes a fit mate for Collins, 
who is similarly defined by the ‘perseverance in wilful self-deception’ [106] in his 
deafness to Elizabeth’s rejection.” (Weinsheimer, 409) Both Collin and Charlotte 
somehow arrive at marital felicity because they successfully deceive themselves.  
                                                            
173 C.f.: Weinsheimer, 409 
174 C.f.: Weinsheimer, 408 
97 
Like Charlotte and Collins, Lydia deceives herself when it comes to her liaison with 
Wickham. She enters into marriage without even knowing Wickham’s real character. 
According to Weinsheimer “Lydia falls an ‘easy prey’ to Wickham because he is 
thoroughly self-conscious, and she is not. And she is a prey to herself by her self-will 
and carelessness”. (Weinsheimer, 417) Her marriage is driven by foolish passion and 
self-deception. However, her passionate temper makes Lydia completely blind to 
reality. Full of high spirits and passion, she does not realise that her husband is not who 
he pretends to be. Lydia’s inclination towards self-deception results in her marriage 
with someone she hardly knows and with whom she will probably not live happily-ever-
after. However, whilst Lydia at least seems to be in love with Mr. Wickham, Charlotte’s 
and Collin’s relationship lacks any emotion and passion. Charlotte’s attitude and 
motives for marriage foreshadow her fate to be stuck within a banal conjugal life since 
passion and desire are completely ignored.  
Also Elizabeth Bennet is initially blind to Darcy’s real character by her own self-
deception which is caused by her pride. In this context, De Rose refers to Johnson who 
“suggests that self-deceptions are ultimately forms of pride and vanity.” (De Rose, 201) 
Unlike Lydia, for example, Elizabeth achieves self-knowledge which “refers, rather, to 
a precise recognition of the faults of temperament which impede the fulfilment of our 
own responsibilities in life.” (De Rose, 200) Gaining self-knowledge, Elizabeth is able 
to act responsibly and recognise Darcy’s true personality and that she wronged him. 
Lydia, does not arrive at any self-knowledge, but marries Wickham out of self-
deception. Whilst Elizabeth is fully conscious of whom she is going to marry, Lydia is 
not. In contrast to Lydia, Elizabeth’s self-knowledge enables her to obtain marital 
fulfilment. According to De Rose “Jane Austen explores in Pride and Prejudice [...] the 
forms, causes, and consequences of her heroines’ self-deception only to show how by 
degrees they learn that ‘most valuable knowledge’ necessary for their happiness and 
[fulfilment].” (De Rose, 210) 
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3.3. The Influence of Parental Marriages on the Children’s 
Marital Future175 
 
Several of the novels’ characters are influenced by their parents’ marriages when it 
comes to their own marital future. The main examples can be discovered in Pride and 
Prejudice and in Daniel Deronda. In both novels the heroines, rather than the male 
protagonists, are affected by the marriages of their parents. The parental marriages 
either influence the characters concerning their marital motives, what they expect from 
marriage or whether or not they are going to be happy within it. Only Trollope does not 
portray the marriages of the main couples’ parents in Phineas Finn. Therefore, a 
connection between the unhappy marriage of Mr. and Mrs. Kennedy and the marital 
experiences of their parents cannot be ascertained in the novel. 
In Pride and Prejudice the marriage of Mr. and Mrs. Bennet has a great influence on 
their daughters’ marital future. In the previous chapters Mr. and Mrs. Bennet’s marriage 
has been identified as based on ignorance, disrespect and discontentment. “Had 
Elizabeth’s opinion been all drawn from her own family, she could not have formed a 
very pleasing picture of conjugal felicity or domestic comfort.” (Austen, 228) Elizabeth 
is aware of the “mismatch between her parents” and that it had lead to a “less than 
cohesive family.” (Gill and Gregory, 148)  
Elizabeth [...] had never been blind to the impropriety of her father’s behaviour 
as a husband. She had always seen it with pain; but respecting his abilities, and 
grateful for his affectionate treatment of herself, she endeavoured to forget what 
she could not overlook, and to banish from her thoughts that continual breach of 
conjugal obligation and decorum which, in exposing his wife to the contempt of 
her own children, was so highly reprehensible. But she had never felt so strongly 
as now, the disadvantages which must attend the children of so unsuitable a 
marriage, nor ever been so fully aware of the evils arising from so ill-judged a 
direction of talents; talents which rightly used, might at least have persevered the 
respectability of his daughters, even if incapable of enlarging the mind of his 
wife. (Austen, 228/229)  
 
Although Elizabeth esteems and appreciates her father, she recognises his inability to 
make his marriage work and act like a husband who respects his wife. Likewise, 
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Elizabeth also is aware of her mother’s incompetence to act reasonably and to 
comprehend her husband. Unlike her parents, Elizabeth does not intend to marry 
imprudently. She wants to be able to trust, respect and love her ideal husband, which 
she finds in Darcy. When Mr. Bennet learns of his daughter’s engagement to Darcy, he 
“is highly disturbed by it and advises his daughter to reconsider what she is doing.” 
(Gill and Gregory, 149) Since Mr. Bennet is stuck within an unsatisfactory marriage176, 
he wants to make sure that his favourite daughter marries for the right motives. “He is 
rich, to be sure,” Mr. Bennet remarks, “and you may have more fine clothes and fine 
carriages than Jane. But will they make you happy?” he asks Elizabeth.  
 Gill and Gregory claim that Mr. Bennet confides in Elizabeth, “giving her the 
benefit of his wisdom gained through bitter experience.” (Gill and Gregory, 149) Whilst 
Mrs. Bennet openly expresses her disappointment in her husband, Mr. Bennet so far 
remains inexpressive regarding his marital situation. When it comes to the happiness of 
his favourite daughter, however, he stresses what risks a marriage, if it is entered 
imprudently, can entail. By attempting to stress important values and warn about certain 
risks within marriage, Mr. Bennet makes a statement which also reveals his feelings 
regarding his own marriage in a way. 
‘I have given my consent. [...] I now give it to you, if you are resolved on having 
him. But let me advise you to think better of it. I know your disposition, Lizzy. I 
know that you could be neither happy nor respectable, unless you truly esteemed 
your husband; unless you looked up to him as a superior. [...] My child, let me 
not have the grief of seeing you unable to respect your partner in life. You know 
what you are about.’ (Austen, 356) 
 
Mr. Bennet does not want his daughter to put up with a marriage in which mutual 
respect and esteem are lost already within a short period of time. Elizabeth is, however, 
aware of her parents’ marital unhappiness and does not intend to end up like them. By 
marrying Mr. Darcy, a respectable and worthy gentleman who loves Elizabeth, the latter 
escapes her parents’ fate.177 
Weinsheimer claims that “any of the Bennet daughters escape the disadvantages of so 
unsuitable a marriage [...] as that of their parents.” (Weinsheimer, 412) Regarding 
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Elizabeth’s and Janes’s marriages, Weinsheimer’s argument is certainly applicable. 
However, in the case of Lydia Bennet and her marriage to Wickham, their partnership 
seems to become very similar to that of Mr. and Mrs. Bennet, as suggested on the 
penultimate page of Pride and Prejudice. To a high degree this is due to the influence of 
the parents and their own marriage on their daughter. 
In the marriage of Mr. and Mrs. Bennet the reader discovers that both ‘neglect 
and mistaken indulgence’ [...] are manifestations of internal necessity or fixation. 
Elizabeth upbraids her father’s indolence by illustrating its effect on his children: 
if he will not bestir himself, she says, ‘Lydia’s character will be fixed, and she 
will, at sixteen, be the most determined flirt that ever made herself and her 
family ridiculous’ [223]. [...] That the parent’s fixation will contribute to the 
child’s fixation is probable and natural. (Weinsheimer, 412) 
 
Whilst Elizabeth manages to escape an ill-fated marriage as that of her parents, Lydia 
does not. Like her mother, Lydia is rather superficial, lacking responsibility and 
maturity, since she is only fifteen years old. In contrast, her older sister Elizabeth is 
more mature and responsible. In fact she seems to be the most responsible member of 
the family. Even Mr. Bennet, whom Elizabeth respects and admires, seems to abdicate 
from all fatherly and marital responsibility. He adopts a rather indifferent attitude, not 
only regarding his marriage, but also when it comes to Lydia’s trip to Brighton. Having 
lost all respect for his wife, it seems as if he does not think highly of his younger 
daughter either, as she resembles her mother too much. Therefore he is not only 
indifferent to his wife but also to Lydia. Whilst Elizabeth is desperately trying to make 
her father prevent Lydia’s trip to Brighton because she fears the family’s reputation to 
be damaged through her sister’s irresponsible actions, Mr. Bennet remains passive. He 
thinks that they “shall have no peace at Longbourn if Lydia does not go to Brighton.” 
(Austen, 223/224) This indifference to Lydia’s actions and decisions results from the 
indifference to his marriage with a woman who is, like his daughter, superficial and 
foolish. Accordingly, Mr. Bennet’s frustration within marriage, causing him to become 
a careless husband and in part a careless father, results into “some kind of disaster” 
when Lydia goes to Brighton, where she elopes with Mr. Wickham. (Craik, 73)  
Mr Bennet has become completely cynical about the social roles he is called on 
to play. He extracts a somewhat bitter pleasure from making gestures of 
disengagement from these roles, to compensate for the familial miseries brought 
about having married a sexually attractive but unintelligent woman [...]. He 
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effectively abdicates from the one role it is most incumbent on him to perform, 
i.e. the role of father. (Tanner, 389) 
 
 
Thus, Mr. Bennet, being influenced by his domestic discomfort, has an influence on his 
daughter’s marital future. He neither hinders Lydia from going to Brighton, nor does he 
sort out his daughter’s elopement. Instead, Mr. Darcy and Mr. Gardiner, Lydia’s uncle, 
attend to the girl’s circumstances. However, Lydia’s elopement with Wickham is not 
only to be blamed on Mr. Bennet but also on Mrs. Bennet. Since Lydia’s character very 
much resembles that of her mother, she also acts accordingly. Mrs. Bennet “is delighted 
to have Lydia married at only fifteen. It does not seem to trouble her, once the marriage 
is accomplished, how it came about.” (Gill and Gregory, 155) The foolishness of Mrs. 
Bennet is also inherent in Lydia, otherwise she would not elope with a man she hardly 
knows. Supported “by [her] mother’s indulgence” and influenced by the indifference of 
her father who “would never exert himself to restrain the wild giddiness of his youngest 
daughters”, Lydia acts in a “self-willed and careless” way. (Austen, 206) Just like her 
father’s, Lydia’s marriage motives are imprudent, driven by desire and physical 
attraction. Consequently, she perhaps faces a similar marital future as her parents. As 
Mr. Bennet grew indifferent to his wife, so does Wickham become indifferent to Lydia 
soon after their wedding. Whereas her sister Elizabeth avoids ending up within a 
marriage as that of her parents and finds wedded bliss, Lydia commits the same 
mistakes as Mr. and Mrs. Bennet and is therefore likely to encounter marital 
disappointment. 
Similarly, Mrs. Davilow’s, Gwendolen’s mother’s, marital past has an influence on her 
daughter’s marital future. Before Gwendolen even gets married, her opinion about 
matrimony is very negative. It was Gwendolen’s “observation of matrimony” that “had 
inclined her to think it rather a dreary state [...]” (Eliot, 30) Thus the question arises how 
Gwendolen arrives at such a conclusion. The best insight into marriage she could have 
gained must be that of her mother, whose life she always thought to be dull. After 
Gwendolen realises that her own marriage is not going to be harmonious she also 
realises that her “mother’s dullness, which used to irritate her, she was at present 
inclined to explain as the ordinary result of women’s experience.” (Eliot, 367)     
 Mrs. Davilow was very “unfortunate in her marriages”. (Eliot, 23) She was 
married twice and her first marriage ended dramatically as her husband, Gwendolen’s 
father, died in a horse-riding accident. Mrs. Davilow, who “had always been seen under 
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a cloud as poor dear Fanny, [...] had made a sad blunder with her second marriage.” 
(Eliot, 27) The unfortunate woman possesses only two black dresses, which she wears 
alternately. One could assume that she wears one for the loss of her first husband and 
the other for her second marriage, which apparently was unhappy. Interestingly, 
Gwendolen wears black on the day of Grandcourt’s proposal, too, as if she already 
knew that her marriage would turn out to be a blunder as well. Moreover, Gwendolen 
describes her mother to be a very submissive woman, which makes one contemplate 
whether this is due to her experiences within marriage since Gwendolen becomes 
equally submissive when she is married to Grandcourt. Initially, Gwendolen decides 
that “she herself would manage quite differently. “ ‘Mama managed quite badly,’ was 
her way of summoning up what she had seen of her mother’s experience.” (Eliot, 252) 
Thus, Gwendolen’s selfish, independent and freedom-seeking character may be affected 
by her mother’s marital past. This leads to the question whether Gwendolen’s intention 
to master her husband derives from her mother’s experiences within an assumingly 
oppressive marriage with her second husband.       
 Similarly, Mirah’s father seems to be a rather oppressive husband and father. 
Moreover, like Mirah’s father ran off from his family, so did Gwendolen’s step-father. 
Mirah, on the other hand, whose parents’ marriage ended unhappily, too178, escapes her 
parents’ fate and experiences wedded bliss with Deronda. Gwendolen, in contrast, does 
not manage to escape from the fate of her mother and faces marital misery. Penner also 
claims that Gwendolen’s mother’s and step-father’s marriage had an influence on the 
young woman. He points out that when Gwendolen confesses to Daniel that she was 
unable to prevent Grandcourt’s drowning, she refers to it in relation to her “painful 
childhood memory.” (Penner, 79) Accordingly, one gets the impression that her mother 
did not only suffer from an unhappy marriage, but Gwendolen also suffered from an 
unhappy childhood, which is to be blamed on her step-father. 
‘I want to tell you what it was that came over me in that boat. I was full of rage 
at being obliged to go – full of rage – and I could do nothing but sit there like a 
galley-slave. [...] It came over me that when I was a child I used to fancy sailing 
away into a world where people were not forced to live with any one they did 
not like – I did not like my father-in-law179 to come home.’ (Eliot, 596) 
                                                            
178 Mirah’s father deceived her mother by leaving and taking away their daughter from her. 
179 Gwendolen refers to her step-father, who was a captain, as her father-in-law. 
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The moment of Grandcourt’s drowning sparks off repressed memories of Gwendolen’s 
childhood. Prior to the incident at sea, Gwendolen never mentions her step-father and 
her relation to him but remains silent on the topic. By not talking about Mr. Davilow it 
seems as if Gwendolen as well as her mother intended to repress negative memories 
from the past.  
[The] emotion of watching Grandcourt drown triggers the return of Gwendolen’s 
painful memories of her dreading her stepfather’s returns home from sea. Her 
memory of feeling oppressed by her stepfather raises into consciousness when it 
is brought into relief by the experience of Grandcourt’s drowning, a moment in 
which Gwendolen feels herself finally being freed from his own brand of 
oppression. (Penner, 83) 
 
What exactly went on behind the walls of this middle class family and the “motivations 
behind the stepfather’s actions” are, unlike Mirah’s story, “never explained”. (Penner, 
85) “The text does not disclose why the Captain ran off; instead, it shows us the 
silencing effect that his abandonment has on Gwendolen and her mother.” (Penner, 85) 
Even when Gwendolen finally reveals instances of her repressed past in connection with 
her step-father, she does not express herself explicitly. What becomes obvious regarding 
Gwendolen’s exclamations and memories about her step-father is that she feels hatred 
towards him. He must have done something or behaved very badly towards Mrs. 
Davilow and/or Gwendolen which aroused these negative feelings about him in the 
latter. Penner believes Gwendolen to be a victim of incest since her “complete aversion 
to (at least hetero-) sexuality is evident in her cry to her mother, ‘I can’t bear for anyone 
to be very near me but you’.” (Penner, 90) However, as mentioned before, the “reasons 
for Gwendolen’s hatred of her stepfather are never made perfectly clear.” (Penner, 90) It 
may be the result of physical and/or emotional oppression, but what remains certain is 
that it must have been some form of oppression as Gwendolen’s understanding of 
matrimony also refers to it. According to Gwendolen, a married woman “could not do 
what she liked” and would lose all her freedom. (Eliot, 30) If Gwendolen’s dislike of 
her step-father and his demeanour towards herself and her mother can be attributed to 
patriarchal oppression, then it becomes clear why Gwendolen wants to gain freedom 
and mastery within her own marriage. However, determined by the influence of her 
mother’s marriage, Gwendolen’s wish for mastery attracts the sadistic Mr. Grandcourt, 
who loves the thought of being the master over someone who could master him. Only 
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when Grandcourt dies, can Gwendolen experience freedom and perhaps let go of her 
past memories. 
 
 
3.4. Solutions to Marital Problems 
 
This thesis has attempted to look behind the happy façade of marriages in the nineteenth 
century English novel. Consequently, reasons for and motivations behind marital 
conflicts and discord have been analysed. The intention behind contrasting unhappy to 
happy couples was to show why some marriages work out and why others fail. 
Regarding the individual and social circumstances of the protagonists in connection 
with the characters’ as well as the authors’ attitudes towards marriage, it becomes 
explicit why some couples experience wedded bliss and why other characters face 
matrimonial disappointment. While the happy couples are likely to look into a 
harmonious and fulfilling marital future, the unhappy marriages all end differently in 
the novels. Since marriage was considered to last for life in the nineteenth century, 
couples who were disappointed in their marriages could not seek a legal separation or 
divorce easily. All three authors illustrate this issue as none of their unhappy couples 
manage to separate legally. However, regarding some characters who are stuck within 
an unhappy marriage, the authors offer other solutions than a legal separation. For other 
unhappily married characters, on the other hand, there does not seem to be a solution to 
their marital situation at all. Jane Austen, for example, does not provide any solutions to 
the characters’ ill-fated marriages in Pride and Prejudice. As mentioned in chapter 
2.2.1, England was not a “separating society” between the sixteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. Set at the turn of the eighteenth to the nineteenth century, Pride and Prejudice 
does not portray any divorce cases as divorce was made legal only in 1857. Although a 
separation from bed and board was possible at the time the novel is set, none of 
Austen’s unhappily married characters separate from their partners. This may be due to 
the fact that women writers could only write about what was appropriate for the ears of 
women and children who should continue believing that marriage was supposed to last 
for life. As far as Mr. and Mrs. Bennet are concerned, the latter is already too old to start 
anew without her husband and besides she is too dependent on him. Especially for 
women a separation entailed many disadvantages in the nineteenth century: the loss of 
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financial security and social status are only a few of them. A separation from bed and 
board forbid people to re-marry and to remain without a husband was very difficult for 
women. Husband and wife were legally one and consequently a woman was nothing 
without a husband.  To manage without Mr. Bennet would be really difficult for Mrs. 
Bennet. She would have to rely on the support of relatives if she was to separate from 
him, which would imply social degradation. However, Mrs. Bennet does not make any 
efforts to leave her husband as her attempts to have her daughters married as soon as 
possible prove that she believes that as long as one is married everything else comes 
second. Thus, happiness within marriage does not appear to be her primary interest 
compared to a socially and financially secure future. Also Mr. Bennet does not seem to 
have a separation from his wife in mind as he already grew too indifferent to the whole 
matter. Similarly, there does not seem to be any solution to the marital problems of 
Lydia and Wickham. Perhaps this is related to the fact that only towards the end of the 
novel is it illustrated that they are not going to be a happy couple. Besides, their 
elopement already presents a big scandal and one can only imagine how the society in 
Pride and Prejudice would react to a separation of the young people. Like Mr. Bennet, 
Wickham deals with their marriage by remaining indifferent to his wife. Since Lydia is 
a very passionate character she may grow very frustrated within marriage one day. The 
only solution for Lydia would then be to wait for her husband’s death. If he died rather 
young, Lydia’s chances to find a suitable match and re-marry would be higher as she 
herself is still very young.     
Whereas Austen does not provide solutions for marital discord to come to an end, the 
unhappy marriage of Gwendolen and Grandcourt in Eliot is dissolved through the 
latter’s death. Oppressed by her husband, Gwendolen experiences Grandcourt’s death as 
a welcome release. Also Mrs. Davilow’s first marriage was dissolved through her 
husband’s death. However, her first marriage is not depicted as having been unhappy. In 
contrast, Mrs. Davilow’s second marriage, which was a failure, and Mirah’s parents’ 
marital alliance end with the husbands absconding. Although Daniel Deronda was 
published after the Divorce Act in 1857, none of her unhappily married characters 
actually seek a legal divorce. As Eliot treated life-long marriages as a crucial fact, she 
does not seem to consider divorce as a solution to the couples’ marital conflicts. In 
addition, Eliot illustrates the consequences a legal separation or divorce would have for 
a woman. 
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[Gwendolen’s] imagination exaggerated every tyrannical impulse [Grandcourt] 
was capable of. ‘I will insist on being separated from him’ – was her first darting 
determination: then, ‘I will leave him, whether he consents or not.’ But neither in 
darkness nor in daylight could she imagine the scenes which must carry out 
those determinations with the courage to feel them endurable. How could she 
run away to her own family – carry distress among them, and render herself an 
object of scandal in the society she had left behind her? What future lay before 
her as Mrs Grandcourt gone back to her mother [...]? [...] Her husband would 
have power to compel. She had absolutely nothing that she could allege against 
him in judicious or judicial ears. [...] Mrs Grandcourt ‘run away’ would be a 
more pitiable creature than Gwendolen Harleth condemned to teach the bishop’s 
daughters, and to be inspected by Mrs Mompert. (Eliot, 515/516) 
 
The difficulties Gwendolen believes to encounter if she runs off from Grandcourt 
become reality for Lady Laura, who can no longer bear the tyranny of her husband and 
thus leaves him. However, Laura’s absconding from her marital misery does not only 
bring social disgrace to herself, but also to her husband, who insists on her return. “He 
could detain her legally, but he could not do even that without the fact of such forcible 
detention being known to all the world.” (Trollope, Phineas, II, 115) Before Laura 
actually leaves Kennedy she has, like Gwendolen, doubts as to what she can expect 
from her future. 
‘[If] I am driven to leave him, can I make the world understand why I do so. To 
be simply miserable, as I am, is nothing to the world.’ [...] She felt that she could 
not leave her husband without other cause than now existed, although she felt, 
also, that to go back to him was to go back to utter wretchedness. (Trollope: 
2008, Phineas, II, 156) 
 
Nonetheless Laura comes to the conclusion that the only solution to escape her unhappy 
marriage seems to be leaving her husband. However, since everything Laura has ever 
possessed remains with her husband, her action leaves her empty-handed. Having to 
rely on her father’s financial support, Laura’s economical situation alters from being 
dependent on her husband to being dependent on her father again. Additionally, Laura 
has to leave the country in order to avoid being forced to return to her husband. 
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 ‘I have done nothing to my wife,’ said he, ‘of which I need be ashamed. It will 
be sad, no doubt, to have all our affairs bandied about in court, and made the 
subject of comment in newspapers, but a man must go through that, or worse 
than that, in the vindication of his rights, and for the performance or his duty to 
his Maker.’ That very day Mr. Kennedy went to his lawyer, and desired that 
steps might be taken for the restitution to him of his conjugal rights. (Trollope, 
Phineas, II, 285/286) 
 
From the second half of the nineteenth century onwards, divorces were granted only if 
the wife committed adultery or if the husband inflicted physical violence upon his wife. 
As neither violence nor adultery take place within the Kennedy marriage, Laura cannot 
insist on a divorce from her tyrannous husband. Instead she has to flee from Kennedy, 
who, as a man, has all the legal rights on his side to compel Laura to fulfil her wifely 
duty and remain with her husband obediently. 
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4. Conclusion 
Novels of the nineteenth century are generally believed to portray happy and 
harmonious marriages. However, on closer inspection it becomes obvious that this is 
not always the case. A scrutiny of three selected nineteenth-century English novels by 
three different authors has proven the initial hypothesis that not all novels of this 
century solely depict happy couples in their portrayal of marriage. All three texts 
successfully portray unhappy marriages and offer explanations for marital distress. 
Depending on the historical and legal context, the authors’ personal motives regarding 
their treatment of unhappy marriages as well as on the social norms of the time in which 
the novels were produced, the depictions of the unhappy couples vary in their 
presentation of marital conflicts and their consequences. However, since romantic 
interest was considered by most nineteenth-century critics and novelists as “the one 
topic which forms the staple of most novels and [is] a main ingredient in all”, Jane 
Austen, George Eliot and Anthony Trollope all close their novels with at least one 
happy marriage. Thus none of the authors merely focus on the unhappy couples but 
neither do their texts only centre on happy marriages. In Pride and Prejudice, Daniel 
Deronda as well as in Phineas Finn unhappy marital unions are depicted and described 
in the course of the stories whilst all the happy marriages are formed towards the end of 
the novels. Craik claims that the unfortunate union of Lydia and Wickham influences 
“the relations between Darcy and Elizabeth.” (Craik, 83) Mordecai, too, refers to the 
formation of the happy couples in Pride and Prejudice to be due to the circumstances of 
the less fortunate and unhappy marriages. (Mordecai, 274) The happy marriages in 
Daniel Deronda and Phineas Finn are not necessarily the result of the development of 
the couples facing disappointment and frustration, but what all three novels have in 
common, is that they contrast happy and unhappy marriages. With their treatment of 
domestic conflicts Austen, Eliot and Trollope not only presented an alternative to the 
mere portrayal of marital bliss but their novels also provide an insight into the 
seemingly happy façade of primarily middle-class marriages in the nineteenth century. 
Owing to their rather conservative attitude towards marriage, the authors’ simultaneous 
depiction of characters experiencing marital fulfilment implies a moral reprehension.180 
Moreover, what an author wrote about and how the readership reacted on it, was very 
much determined by the social norms and morals of the nineteenth century. According 
                                                            
180 With regard to Trollope, c.f.: Nardin, 60. 
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to Nardin, “[eighteenth-] and nineteenth-century British novelists rely upon the moral 
concepts they share with their readers to control the responses that their fictions evoke.” 
(Nardin, 1) 
In every case, the intention is to preach the moral [...] that since marriages of 
convenience issued in personal misery and made one or both partners cruel and 
selfish and cold, it was both foolish and wrong to marry without love. Or to put 
it in positive form, it was wise as well as romantic to make love the sanction of 
marriage, and therefore the supreme object to search for, the jewel more 
precious than gold. (Houghton, 382-383) 
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7. German Abstract 
Die meisten Romane des neunzehnten Jahrhunderts portraitieren ein glückliches Ende, 
nämlich die Ehe der Protagonisten, von denen angenommen wird, dass sie für den Rest 
ihres Lebens glücklich und harmonisch zusammen leben werden. Da in solchen 
Romanen die Ehe meist idealisiert wird, was auch auf die Idealisierung der Ehe in der 
historischen Wirklichkeit zurückzuführen ist, sind die Ehepartner oftmals ebenso sehr 
überbewertet dargestellt. Während die Charakteristik der Ehefrau häufig an Patmore’s 
Ideal einer perfekten Ehefrau, des sogenannten “Angels in the House”, orientiert ist, 
wird der Ehemann als Ernährer, Beschützer und moralischer Wegweiser verherrlicht. 
 Jedoch erzählen nicht alle Romane des neunzehnten Jahrhunderts von 
ausschließlich harmonischen Ehen, sondern es gibt auch zahlreiche Romane, welche 
einen Blick hinter die scheinbar glückliche Fassade der Mittel- und Oberschicht dieser 
Epoche gewähren. In Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, George Eliot’s Daniel 
Deronda und Anthony Trollope’s Phineas Finn, beispielsweise, gehen nicht alle Ehen 
gut aus, sondern einige Protagonisten werden in ihren Erwartungen an die Ehe bitter 
enttäuscht. Die Darstellungen von unglücklichen Ehen in diesen drei literarischen 
Werken stellen einen interessanten Kontrast zum üblichen Bild der glücklichen Ehe dar 
und bieten daher die Möglichkeit den Mythos der glücklichen Ehe in den englischen 
Romanen dieser Ära zu hinterfragen.        
 Da die Charaktere und ehelichen Probleme fiktiv sind, können keine direkten 
Bezüge zur sozialen Realität des neunzehnten Jahrhunderts festgemacht werden. Jedoch 
kann angenommen werden, dass die Autoren sich an der sozialen Wirklichkeit dieser 
Zeit orientiert haben und ihre fiktiven Charaktere mit Emotionen, Reaktionen und 
Motivationen ausgestattet haben, die für die Leser realistisch und glaubhaft erschienen. 
Da die Protagonisten mit zahlreichen Fragen und Problemen konfrontiert werden, die 
auch in der historischen Realität ein Thema waren, geht der Analyse dieser Arbeit ein 
historischer Abriss über die soziale und rechtliche Auffassung der Ehe und Situation der 
Eheleute voran.          
 Die Analyse ist in vier große Kapitel unterteilt, wobei sich das erste mit den 
Heiratsmotiven der verschiedenen Figuren beschäftigt. Dabei wird ersichtlich, dass 
einige Charaktere einzig und allein aus Liebe heiraten, während andere sich primär 
finanzielle und soziale Vorteile von einer Heirat erhoffen. Mit den Heiratsmotiven der 
Protagonisten gehen auch bestimmte Erwartungen an die Ehe einher, welche aus den 
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verschiedensten Gründen enttäuscht werden. Ein weiteres Kapitel befasst sich daher mit 
den Ursachen von Ehekonflikten, die zu den enttäuschten Erwartungen der Ehepartner 
führen. Die Analyse des Alltagslebens der betroffenen Eheleute zeigt, worauf eheliche 
Konflikte basieren. Inkompatibilität, Unterdrückung und Selbsttäuschung der 
Ehepartner, sowie die Trennung und Zuordnung von Mann und Frau in die öffentliche 
und private Sphäre sind Beispiele dafür, weshalb manche Ehen in den zu behandelnden 
Romanen nicht in harmonischen Strukturen verlaufen. Die Auswirkung von den 
elterlichen Ehen auf die eheliche Zukunft der Nachkommen gibt ebenfalls Aufschluss 
darüber, warum manche Charaktere in ihrer Ehe unglücklich sind. Da viele Romane des 
neunzehnten Jahrhunderts häufig mit Eheschließungen enden, von denen angenommen 
wird, dass sie ewig halten, stellt sich die Frage wie der Ausgang unglücklicher Ehen in 
den drei gewählten Werken dargestellt wird. Folglich beschäftigt sich das letzte Kapitel 
dieser Arbeit mit den Lösungen für eheliche Konflikte und unglückliche Ehepartner. 
Dabei ist auch anzumerken, dass es nicht für alle Charaktere, die in einer unglücklichen 
Ehe buchstäblich gefangen sind – damals waren Trennungen und Scheidungen ein 
soziales und bis zu einem bestimmten Zeitpunkt auch gesetzliches Tabu – eine Lösung 
für ihre Misere gibt.  
Da sowohl Austen, Eliot als auch Trollope für eine eher konservative Einstellung zu 
sozialen Normen und Verhaltensweisen bekannt waren und überdies Verfechter der 
Liebesehe waren, ist es naheliegend, dass der Kontrast von verschiedenen 
Heiratsmotiven und deren Folgen einer moralischen Zurechtweisung der Autoren 
zugrunde liegt. Das heißt, dass jene Ehen welche aus Liebe geschlossen werden 
glücklich enden und jene ehelichen Verbindungen die aus eigennützigen Motiven 
eingegangen werden einen unglücklichen Ausgang finden.  
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